Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
Volume 8

Number 2

Article 17

6-30-2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2
Journal of Human Sciences and Extention

Follow this and additional works at: https://scholarsjunction.msstate.edu/jhse
Part of the Education Commons, Life Sciences Commons, Medicine and Health Sciences Commons,
and the Social and Behavioral Sciences Commons

Recommended Citation
Journal of Human Sciences and Extention. (2020). Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2. Journal of Human
Sciences and Extension, 8(2), 17. DOI: https://doi.org/10.55533/2325-5226.1268

This Full Issue is brought to you for free and open access by Scholars Junction. It has been accepted for inclusion
in Journal of Human Sciences and Extension by an authorized editor of Scholars Junction. For more information,
please contact scholcomm@msstate.libanswers.com.

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

1

Journal of Human
Sciences and Extension
Volume 8, Number 2
June 2020
ISSN 2325-5226

Donna J. Peterson and Kathleen Kelsey, Co-Editors

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

2

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

3

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension
Volume 8, Number 2
June 2020
ISSN 2325-5226
Table of Contents
Original Research:
Discussing Extension Agents’ Role in Moderating Contentious Issue Conversations
Arthur Leal, Joy N. Rumble, Alexa J. Lamm, and Keegan D. Gay
Leadership and Life Skills Development among 4-H State-Level Youth Leaders
Kathleen D. Kelsey and Nicholas E. Fuhrman
Evaluation of Coach-Based Technical Assistance: An Evolving Focus on Coachability and Goal
Setting
Kimberly J. McCarthy, Daniel F. Perkins, Matthew Roberts, Shane Potter, Autumn H.
Guin, Jan B. Carroll, Nancy C. Deringer, Jaime E. Ballard, and Lynne M. Borden
Formative Research to Inform the Development of a Healthy Eating Social Marketing Campaign
in Mississippi
Rahel Mathews, Laura Downey, and Patrick Gerard
Extension’s Response to the Change in Public Value: Considerations for Ensuring Financial
Security for the Cooperative Extension System
Jeremy Elliott-Engel, Donna Westfall-Rudd, Megan Seibel, and Eric Kaufman
Communication is Key: State-level Organizational Correlates of Readiness for Evidence-based
Programming within the Cooperative Extension System
Sarah M. Chilenski, Jonathan R. Olson, Jill A. Schulte, Daniel F. Perkins, Mark T.
Greenberg, and Richard Spoth
Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism at a Small, Regional, Minority-Serving Institution
Christopher M. Estepp and Christopher T. Stripling

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

4

Recommendations for Early Phases of Engaging Communities in Climate Change Adaptation
Richard R. Plate, Martha C. Monroe, Claire Friedrichsen, Alison W. Bowers, and
Willandia A. Chaves
Procedures for Improving Self-report Measurements to Capture Behavior Change: An
Illustration
Glenn D. Israel, Halil I. Sari, Nicole Owens Duffy, Sebastian Galindo-Gonzalez, David
C. Diehl, Saul J. Abarca Orozco, Elder Garcia Varela, and Lauren H. Sweeney
Practice and Pedagogy:
A Literature Review of Family Engagement with African Immigrant and Refugee Families
Jordan Timmons and Jodi Dworkin
Brief Report:
Experiences from a Forestry Extension Long-term Impact Evaluation
Jason Gordon, Marc Measells, John Willis, and Brady Self
Harvest of the Month for Early Childhood Education: Parent Perspectives
Christine Lux, Brianna Routh, and Lacy Stephens
Process Evaluation of an Email-based Walking Program with Extension Educators
Elizabeth A. Richards and Stephanie Woodcox
The Development, Implementation, and Evaluation of a Pilot Program Designed to Enhance
Wellbeing through Self-Identified Lifestyle Changes
Debra M. Sellers, Naomi R. Meinertz, and Lisa M. Schainker
Theory:
Choosing a Life of Impact: A Grounded Theory Approach to Describe the Career Choice of
Becoming a High School Agriculture Teacher
Debra S. Korte, Rebecca Mott, Kari H. Keating, and Jon C. Simonsen

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

5

To the Point:
Creating a Place for Aging in the Cooperative Extension Service
James S. Bates, Erin L. Yelland, and Jacquelyn J. Benson

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

6

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

7

Moderating Contentious Issue Conversations

1

Discussing Extension Agents’ Role in Moderating
Contentious Issue Conversations
Arthur Leal
University of Tennessee, Knoxville
Joy N. Rumble
The Ohio State University
Alexa J. Lamm
University of Georgia
Keegan D. Gay
Farm Credit of Mid-America
Extension agents are finding themselves engaged in problem-solving roles as
public needs adjust to a climate where issues facing the agricultural and natural
resource industry are more often contentious than benign. As connectors between
the Land-grant university system and the public, Extension agents need to know
how to effectively communicate about contentious issues with clientele. This
study used an online survey design to determine Extension agents’ attitudes
toward contentious issues, challenges that they face, and effective means of
communication. The findings revealed Extension agents’ attitudes toward
communicating about contentious issues were more positive than negative.
Additionally, they found the availability of misinformation and the complexity of
contentious issues to be most challenging when communicating with clientele.
One-on-one in-person, workshops, phone calls, and group meetings were
identified as the most effective methods of communicating about contentious
issues. Additional training and familiarization with current contentious issues
were recommended. Future research should examine the contentious issues
Extension agents are discussing, methods being used to facilitate conversations,
the effect of contentious issues on job satisfaction, and the factors hindering
Extension agents as they address contentious issues.
Keywords: Extension agents, communication, contentious issues, Extension
communication, contentious issue communication
Introduction
State Extension agents have bridged the gap between the Land-grant university systems and the
public for the last century (Warner et al., 1998). Extension agents serve to provide invaluable
Direct correspondence to Joy N. Rumble at rumble.6@osu.edu
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knowledge to the public (Benge et al., 2011) through agriculture, family and consumer sciences,
4-H youth development, and community development (Conglose, 2000). Extension agents work
within Land-grant universities to help develop research agendas and serve the public by
“enhancing the well-being of individuals, families, and communities” (Warner et al., 1998, p. 1)
through nonformal education. The role of Extension agents has shifted as the needs of the public
have become more complex. Extension agents are finding themselves more engaged in
community problem-solving roles (Warner et al., 1998).
Technology has changed the way the world communicates but has offered an additional way in
which Extension agents can reach clientele and problem solve (Bailey et al., 2014). Extension
agents have taken advantage of technology and used distance-based learning and online
resources to reach larger audiences (Rodewald, 2001). However, Extension agents believe that
their traditional clientele prefer more personal communication (Franz et al., 2010; Telg, Irani,
Mueggee, et al., 2007). Franz et al. (2010) found Extension agents believed farmers preferred to
receive information via farm visits, one-on-one meetings, demonstrations, field days, and onfarm tests. Similarly, Telg, Irani, Hurst, et al. (2007) found Florida Extension agents’ most
preferred communication method with clientele was word of mouth. Extension agents also
favored personal communication in less optimal situations, such as times of crisis. Telg, Irani,
Muegge, et al. (2007) found the most effective communication channels for Extension agents in
crisis situations were face-to-face communication, telephone calls, on-site visits, and cell phones
when communicating with clientele.
Some studies have found high-technology approaches tend to alienate older clientele
(Radhakrishna et al., 2003; Rodewald, 2001). More recent evidence has shown that older
clientele, especially those who are farmers, are adapting to technology (Diem et al., 2011).
However, Extension agents continue to believe that their traditional and older clientele are
unable and unwilling to use technology (Diem et al., 2011). Rodewald (2001) found Extension
agents’ clientele preferred printed information sources, even as technology continued to advance.
Radhakrishna et al. (2003) also found clientele preferred newsletters, publications, and field
tours when receiving information. Licht and Martin (2007) found clientele preferred personal
consultations for reliable, timely, and local information regarding their problems. Farmers in
that study admitted they received the bulk of their information from mass media but still relied
on interpersonal communication for more reliable information (Licht & Martin, 2007). Franz et
al. (2010) also found farmers preferred hands-on learning, demonstrations, farm visits, field
days, discussions, and one-on-one methods of receiving information, with order indicating the
most preferred method.
Extension agents must locate information to be dispersed before they can provide clientele with
the information. Extension agents have been required to use multiple information sources and
mediums to serve clientele and develop new programs (Conglose, 2000; Radhakrishna &
Thomson, 1996). The way Extension agents search for information to serve their clientele and

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2
Moderating Contentious Issue Conversations

9
3

programming efforts has changed. Rodewald (2001) found Extension agents preferred printed
and online sources when seeking out information for clientele; however, 13 years later, Bailey et
al. (2014) found Extension agents primarily used the Internet as a source of information even
though they associated less credibility with this source. Bailey et al. (2014) also discovered
Extension publications, research journals, and university specialists were viewed as the most
credible sources by Extension agents when seeking information for clientele. Trustworthiness
and quality were considered the top factors when assessing informational sources but were also
the leading challenge (Bailey et al., 2014; Brain et al., 2009). Additionally, the daunting task of
cyphering through all of these mediums, while monitoring source credibility, has created new
barriers for Extension agents when searching for information (Bailey et al., 2014). Technology
and lack of time have become barriers when searching for information (Bailey et al., 2014).
Extension agents are becoming progressively exposed to controversial public issues. Extension
agents are often sought out by the public and university officials to facilitate dialogue and
educate the public as controversial issues arise (Patton & Blaine, 2001; Welch & Braunworth,
2010). The very nature of these issues carries risk and often results in explosive and emotional
decisions being made by those involved (Goodwin, 1993; Welch & Braunworth, 2010).
Extension agents have developed a role in mediating controversial issues through Extension’s
“interdisciplinary nature and credibility within communities” (Welch & Braunworth, 2010, p. 2).
Agents have moderated these types of conversations in the past, but they have also utilized the
contrasting viewpoints method. Both methods have their advantages in de-escalating situations.
Extension agents traditionally moderate the conversation surrounding contentious issues
(Schumaker & Lloyd, 1997). However, agent bias and credibility have been identified as
concerns by clientele (Welch & Braunworth, 2010). Extension agents’ previous research and
clientele relationships can imply a degree of bias to the onlooker. However, these relationships
and Extension agents’ research portfolio also reinforce the Extension agents’ credibility (Welch
& Braunworth, 2010). Extension agents prefer a proactive approach when contentious issues
arise, but reactive responses may be unavoidable (Shumacher & Lloyd, 1997). The moderator’s
role becomes increasingly complex because different views and solutions to the problem exist
between parties (Welch & Braunworth, 2010). The educational meetings implemented to resolve
issues sometimes follow tense situations within the communities, which allow for comments to
be made, questions to be answered, and concerns to be addressed (Shumacher & Lloyd, 1997).
Nonetheless, in regulating the educational meeting format, ensuring adequate resources,
removing bias, and establishing their role in the meeting, Extensions agents are often able to
successfully serve their clientele during tense situations (Shumacher & Lloyd, 1997).
Extension agents have also utilized another effective method to aid clientele while still
distancing their involvement from the controversy (Goodwin, 1993). This method, referred to as
the contrasting viewpoints method, allows Extension agents to provide all of the empirical
evidence concerning the issue to clientele, addressing value judgments and belief structures. The
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contrasting viewpoint method is designed to encourage clientele to consider all perspectives of
the issue, rather than encouraging them to think a particular way (Goodwin, 1993). This method
enables Extension agents to de-escalate the situation and allows clientele to leave the educational
activity more informed; this method is not designed to arrive at a decision. Goodwin (1993)
found one hour of an educational activity helped moderate the attitude of a well-educated group
regarding an emotional, controversial issue. While this appeared to be an effective method in
addressing contentious issues, when incorporated by opponents inversely, this method is
vulnerable to being abused. The contrasting viewpoints method still fosters an educational tool
that allows all information to be accurately presented when addressing contentious issues
(Goodwin, 1993).
Many obstacles impede Extension agents in the pursuit of facilitating controversial issue
conversations. Extension agents’ roles are becoming more complex as they are sought out to
address contentious issues that encompass a tense and emotional situation (Goodwin, 1993;
Patton & Blaine, 2001; Warner et al., 1998). Furthermore, the occurrence of these controversial
issues appears to be on the rise (Patton & Blaine, 2001). Extension agents often face challenges
sifting through copious amounts of resources and identifying credible information to share with
clientele (Bailey et al., 2014). This study sought to explore how Extension agents communicate
about contentious issues with their clientele, while also assessing attitudes and challenges that
arise when communicating about contentious issues. As new challenges arise for Extension
agents, such as the prevalence of contentious issues, the Land-grant university system,
agricultural and natural resource industry, and the public will need research-based information to
guide the conversation.
Conceptual Framework
Human communication revolves around verbal and nonverbal communication between two or
more people (Stone et al., 1999). The human communication process focuses on three primary
types of communication: expressive, accidental, and rhetorical (Stone et al., 1999).
Expressive communication involves messaging that encompasses the emotions and the wellbeing or feelings of another person/object (Stone et al., 1999). Expressive communication does
not necessarily imply intention or forethought but is thought to reveal peoples’ true feelings.
Accidental communication usually occurs as a result of unconscious behaviors and often
includes poor planning. This type of communication involves unintentional messages being
received via verbal or nonverbal communication. In contrast, rhetorical communication is goaloriented and intentional (Stone et al., 1999). Rhetorical communication is designed to create a
specific meaning in the mind of the receiver—a persuasive method of communicating. Like
expressive and accidental communication, rhetorical communication has been embedded in the
American culture (Stone et al., 1999).
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Since its inception in the 1900s, the Cooperative Extension Service has always served the role of
educating others (Conglose, 2000). Extension agents have been encouraged to use a rhetorical
communication approach. Rhetorical communication is used by Extension agents to spread
useful and practical information to clientele, with the idea that the knowledge will be applied in
their clienteles’ lives (Conglose, 2000). When addressing contentious issues using methods like
contrasting viewpoints, Extension agents attempt to persuade clientele to acknowledge all
perspectives by presenting a variety of information (Goodwin, 1993).
As controversial issues arise, emotional discussions often occur and result in expressive
dialogues (Goodwin, 1993). These types of expressive communication characteristics usually
escalate as blame is shifted to each party involved and emotions quickly intensify (Welch &
Braunworth, 2010). However, Goodwin (1993) found that an educational program using the
traditional rhetorical communication method was able to moderate the emotions during a
controversial issue amongst clientele.
With emotions taking hold during controversial discussions, the role of the Extension agent must
be precise as they help clientele understand the issues (Schumaker & Lloyd, 1997). Extension
agents’ problem-solving roles require them to serve an intermediate position between
universities and the public, ensuring that correct information is being disseminated. Accidental
communication can result in disaster (Warner et al., 1998). Entering these controversial
discussions requires detailed planning to control conversations and help reduce the tension.
While poor planning and communication can lead to chaos, unintentional efforts can certainly
intensify the problem (Schumaker & Lloyd, 1997). The human communication process
reinforces the need for Extension agents to utilize rhetorical communication, control expressive
communication, and prevent accidental communication when addressing contentious issues.
When situations go wrong, how these problems are addressed can mean the difference between
disaster prevention and trust-building, and a crisis developing (Telg & Irani, 2012).
Purpose
In this study, researchers sought to explore how Extension agents communicate about
contentious issues with their clientele, while also assessing Extension agents’ attitudes and
challenges that arise when communicating about these issues. This study was guided by the
following research objectives:
•
•
•

RO1: Determine attitude toward communicating about contentious issues with
clientele by agent type.
RO2: Identify the challenges faced when communicating about contentious issues
with clientele by agent type.
RO3: Determine the most effective methods to communicate about contentious issues
with clientele by agent type.
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Methodology
Florida Extension agents (N = 350) were selected as the population for the study.
Comprehensive Internet access and the smaller population created conditions enabling
researchers to conduct a census via an online survey. The inquiries for this survey comprised a
portion of a larger study designed to gauge the needs of Extension agents regarding agricultural
and natural resources policies and controversial issues. We have previously discussed the needs
of Extension agents regarding policy from this larger study (Rumble et al., 2018). Therefore, the
instrument, population, and data collection methods were those used in our previous research
(Rumble et al., 2018).
We conducted a series of interviews with key informants to inform survey development. The
interviews provided information regarding current conditions surrounding contentious issues and
were used to formulate inquiries for this study. Preliminary interviews encompassed Extension
personnel holding various position levels and with a variety of subject-matter specialties.
The survey instrument included researcher-developed questions. Questions asking about
attitudes, challenges, and methods used to communicate with clientele about contentious issues
were the focus of this manuscript. Respondent attitudes toward communicating about
contentious issues were measured using a five-point bipolar semantic differential scale with six
items. The construct was reverse coded, so positive adjectives were assigned a five, and negative
adjectives were assigned a one. Respondents could indicate challenges they faced when
communicating about contentious issues via an 11-item check-all-that-apply question with the
option to utilize a write-in “other” category. The effectiveness of different communication
methods was evaluated with a five-item Likert-type scale where 1 = Very Ineffective, 2 =
Ineffective, 3 = Neither Effective nor Ineffective, 4 = Effective, and 5 = Very Effective.
Demographic questions including race, sex, age, years with Extension, and agent type were also
asked at the end of the survey.
A panel of experts reviewed the survey questions to confirm face and content validity. Expert
members of this panel included the Associate Director of the UF/IFAS Center for Public Issues
Education, the Dean of Extension from the University of Florida, and an assistant professor also
from the University of Florida. All panel members possessed extensive survey development and
content knowledge. The census technique utilized for the survey allowed the researchers to
mitigate coverage and sampling errors often associated with such research (Dillman et al., 2009).
The tailored design method by Dillman et al. (2009) was utilized to construct the survey
dissemination methodology for this study. Five days prior to the launch of the survey, a prenotice letter was emailed from the University of Florida Dean of Extension to all Extension
agents within the state. Researchers sent four email reminders following the first contact in midJune. The first and second reminders were emailed seven and 16 days after the initial contact,
respectively. Due to a holiday, a third reminder occurred 12 days following the second with a
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final notification sent eight days after the third. Closure of the survey occurred 24 hours
following the last notice. An online survey company maintained the email originating the first
two reminder notifications, yet the resulting response rate was not acceptable. The third and
fourth reminders utilized a mail-merge approach from university staff email to ensure that
notifications did not transfer to receivers’ junk mail. A final response rate of 35.7% resulted,
with 125 Florida Extension agents responding to at least 50% of the survey questions. Some of
the 125 respondents skipped random questions; in these cases, their responses were treated as
missing data. Percentages were calculated based on the total number of participants or agent
type.
The subject matter may have contributed to the response rate, as some prospective participants
indicated they felt the survey did not apply to them. Time of year may have also influenced the
response rate, as the primary survey period occurred in June when many Extension agents may
have been away from work for conference or vacation. Furthermore, the utilization of online
surveys typically results in lower response rates compared to paper-based surveys (Monroe &
Adams, 2012; Nulty, 2008). Nulty (2008) found that online surveys had an average 33%
response rate. Nonresponse bias can threaten external validity and was accounted for through
comparing the population to known demographics of years of Extension service (χ2 = 3.648, p =
.60) and programmatic areas (χ2 = 6.132, p = .19) (Miller & Smith, 1983). Population data for
the selected demographics matched the respondent populace. Seven agent types were utilized to
group the respondents: Agriculture (AG); Natural Resource (NR); 4-H, Family and Consumer
Science (FCS); Horticulture (HORT); Sea-Grant (SEA); and Agents of Unspecified Type (UN).
The data were analyzed using SPSS 22 statistical software. Descriptive analyses were
calculated to determine Florida Extension agents’ attitudes toward communicating about
contentious issues to clientele. A mean attitude score was calculated for each agent type.
Descriptive analyses were also conducted to determine the challenges Extensions agents faced
when communicating about contentious issues to clientele and the effectiveness of
communication methods. Crosstabs were utilized to organize data by agent type.
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Table 1. Respondent Demographics (N = 125)
n

%

50
68

42.4
57.6

12
22
19
48
19

10.0
18.3
15.8
40.0
15.8

37
5
15
16
39
6
7

29.6
4.0
12.0
12.8
31.2
4.8
5.6

33
22
19
17
9
19

27.7
18.5
16.0
14.3
7.6
16.0

Sex
Female
Male
Age
20-29 l
30-39
40-49
50-59
60 -69
Programmatic Area
Agriculture
Natural Resource
4- H Youth Development
Family Consumer Sciences
Horticulture
Sea-Grant
Unspecified
Years in Extension
1-5
6-10
11-15
16-20
21-25
26 +

Results
RO1: Determine Attitude Toward Communicating about Contentious Issues with Clientele
by Agent Type
Respondents were asked to indicate their attitude when communicating about contentious
agriculture and natural resource issues with clientele (Table 2), where high values indicated
positive attitudes and low values indicated negative attitudes. Overall, respondents’ attitudes
were more positive than negative (M = 3.96, SD = .53). Agriculture agents had the highest mean
attitude (M = 4.15, SD = .48) toward communicating about contentious agriculture and natural
resource issues with their clientele, followed by Sea-Grant and Family Consumer Science agents.
4-H agents had the lowest mean attitude score (M = 3.72, SD = .58), but their attitudes were still
more positive than negative.
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Table 2. Attitudes When Communicating about Contentious Issues
Agent Type
N
M
Agriculture
36
4.15
Sea-Grant
6
4.11
Family Consumer Science
14
4.00
Natural Resources
4
3.96
Horticulture
39
3.91
4-H
13
3.72
Unspecified
7
3.57
Total
119
3.96
Note: Responses based on a semantic differential scale from 1 = Difficult to 5 = Easy

SD
.48
.27
.41
.28
.61
.48
.58
.53

RO2: Identify the Challenges Faced When Communicating about Contentious Issues with
Clientele by Agent Type
The challenges respondents faced when communicating about contentious issues to clientele
were also examined (Table 3). Availability of false or misleading information (n = 104, 83%)
and complexity of issues (n = 104, 83%) were the top challenges identified when examining all
agent types. Complexity of issues was the greatest challenge faced by Agriculture agents, SeaGrant agents (n = 6, 100%), and Natural Resource agents (n = 5, 100%; tied with availability).
Availability of false or misleading information was the greatest challenge faced by Family
Consumer Science agents (n = 15, 94%), Horticulture agents (n = 35, 90%), Unspecified agents
(n = 6, 86%), and Natural Resource agents (n = 5, 100%; tied with complexity). The greatest
challenge to 4-H agents (n = 9, 60%) was the timeliness of receipt of information. The other
challenges identified by respondents included internal conflict or disagreements, inaccurate
perceptions among clientele, emotional processing of issues, political pressure, and religious
doctrine.
Table 3. Challenges Faced When Communicating about Contentious Issues
AG
NR
4-H
FCS HORT SEA
UN
Total
Challenge
n(%) n(%) n(%) n(%)
n(%)
n(%) n(%) n(%)
Availability of false or
misleading information
31(84) 5(100) 7(47) 15(94) 35(90) 5(83) 6(86) 104(83)
Complexity of issues
35(95) 5(100) 7(47) 14(88) 32(82) 6(100) 5(71) 104(83)
Political agenda
17(46) 4(80) 3(20) 12(75) 29(74) 5(83) 4(57) 74(59)
Translating issues into lay
16(43) 4(80) 6(40) 9(56) 19(49) 2(33) 3(43) 59(47)
terms
Timeliness of receipt of
14(38) 2(40) 9(60) 4(25) 20(51) 2(33) 5(71) 56(45)
information
Being non-biased
20(54) 2(40) 5(33) 6(38) 20(51) 1(17) 1(14) 55(44)
Cultural difference
17(46) 3(60) 4(27) 7(44) 15(38) 4(67) 3(43) 53(42)
Getting and keeping attention 13(35) 1(20) 5(33) 5(31) 19(49) 1(17) 1(14) 45(36)
Lack of clientele trust
9(24)
0(0)
1(7)
2(13) 15(38) 1(17) 1(14) 29(23)
Language barriers
5(14) 1(20) 3(20) 3(19) 12(31)
0(0)
1(14) 25(20)
Other challenges
0(0)
0(0)
3(20)
1(6)
1(3)
2(33)
0(0)
7(6)
Note: AG = Agriculture agents, NR = Natural Resource agents, 4-H = 4-H agents, FCS = Family
Consumer Science agents, HORT = Horticulture agents, SEA = Sea-Grant agents, UN = Unspecified
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RO3: Determine the Most Effective Methods to Communicate about Contentious Issues
with Clientele by Agent Type
Respondents were asked to indicate the level of effectiveness of several communication methods
when communicating about contentious issues with clientele (Table 4). Respondents found
direct communication to be the most effective; this included one-on-one communication, phone
calls, workshops, and group meetings. Electronic forms of communication were found to be less
effective, according to the respondents. Email was identified as the most effective form of
electronic communication. Respondents were given the option to provide other methods of
effective communication. Other methods included cable TV, radio, newspapers, school
enrichment classes, and site visits.
Table 4. Effective or Very Effective Methods for Communicating about Contentious Issues
AG
NR
4-H
FCS HORT SEA
UN
Total
Method
n(%)
n(%)
n(%)
n(%)
n(%)
n(%) n(%)
n(%)
One-on-One, in Person
37(100) 5(100) 15(100) 14(88) 39(100) 6(100) 7(100) 123(98)
Phone Call
37(100) 5(100) 15(100) 13(81) 37(95) 6(100) 7(100) 120(96)
Workshop
36(97) 5(100) 13(87) 15(94) 38(97) 6(100) 6(86) 120(96)
Group Meeting
36(97) 5(100) 15(100) 15(94) 35(90) 6(100) 6(86) 118(94)
Email
35(95) 5(100) 12(80) 13(81) 35(90) 6(100) 5(71) 111(89)
Newsletter
24(65) 4(80)
8(53)
8(50) 18(46) 3(50) 3(43) 68(54)
Website
24(65) 2(40)
9(60)
9(56) 20(51) 4(67) 6(86) 74(59)
Blog
13(35) 1(20)
7(47)
2(13) 13(33) 2(33) 3(43) 41(33)
Note: AG = Agriculture agents, NR = Natural resource agents, 4-H = 4-H agents, FCS = Family
Consumer Science agents, HORT = Horticulture agents, SEA = Sea-Grant agents, UN = Unspecified

Conclusions and Implications
In this study, we explored how Extension agents communicate about contentious issues with
their clientele, while also assessing Extension agents’ attitudes and challenges that arise when
communicating about these issues. Extension agents often find themselves moderating
conversations about contentious issues (Goodwin, 1993; Patton & Blaine, 2001; Warner et al.,
1998), and thus, it is important to understand their methods, attitudes, and challenges so that their
efforts can be properly supported.
Collectively, Extension agents participating in this study reported attitudes toward
communicating about contentious issues that were more positive than negative. Agriculture and
Sea-Grant agents had the most positive attitudes toward communicating about contentious issues.
This may be explained by the number of contentious issues that overlap their program areas,
such as GMOs, immigration, animal welfare, water quality and quantity, climate change, and
sea-level rise. 4-H agents had the lowest mean attitude toward communicating about contentious
issues. This finding may suggest that the complexity of contentious issues may be perceived as
beyond the scope of youth programming. Additionally, it is likely that clientele of Agriculture
and Sea-Grant agents inquire more regularly about contentious issues than 4-H clientele.
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However, there is an opportunity for 4-H to play a more significant role in contentious issue
discussions and education with their clientele. Involving youth in conversations and education
about contentious issues could help to develop a generation that approaches contentious issues
from a systematic problem-solving perspective while maintaining emotional control (Goodwin,
1993).
The Extension agents participating in this study reported that the availability of false or
misleading information and the complexity of contentious issues were challenging. These
findings amplify the difficult tasks Extension agents are facing as they vigorously search for
trustworthy and quality information to provide their clientele (Bailey et al., 2014). These
challenges also likely impact agents’ ability to communicate with clients who have been
misinformed or who have difficulty understanding the scope of an issue. Availability of false or
misleading information and complexity of issues were the top issues identified by most agent
types, with the exception of 4-H agents. The top challenge among 4-H agents was the timeliness
of receipt of information. The complexities of these issues and difficulty in locating reliable and
timely information stress the need to improve information seeking and dissemination practices
and for continued research to support Extension agents (Bailey et al., 2014; Brain et al., 2009).
Extension agents in this study reported direct communication channels to be most effective when
communicating about contentious issues to clientele. The most effective methods for
communicating about contentious issues were one-on-one in person, phone calls, workshops, and
group meetings. Several other studies have found that Extension agents favored personal
communication methods when communicating with clientele (i.e., word of mouth, telephone,
farm visits, one-on-one, demonstrations, field days, and on-farm tests; Franz et al., 2010; Telg,
Irani, Hurst, et al., 2007, Telg, Irani, Muegge, et al., 2007). Additionally, several studies have
found clientele preferred personal communication methods (i.e., newsletters, publications, field
tours, personal consultation, demonstrations, one-on-one methods, and farm visits; Licht &
Martin, 2007; Radhakrishna et al., 2003). Our findings, paired with prior literature, confirms that
Extension agents are meeting the needs of their clientele and recognizing the communication
methods that work best. Extension agents in this study found non-electronic methods of
communication more effective than electronic methods (i.e., websites, newsletters, blogs). Email
was identified as the most effective electronic method of communicating. Little difference was
found in the reported effectiveness of communication types among agent types.
Recommendations
The general role of Extension agents is to enhance the lives of their clientele and communities
(Warner et al., 1998), suggesting that Extension agents help to make things better or aid when
problems arise. Thus, they will continue to play a role in moderating controversial
conversations. All Extension agents should be trained in contentious issue topics and
management.
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Specifically, training for Extension agents should provide practical, timely, and balanced
information about key contentious issues. Training should highlight the role of contentious
issues in the jobs of all agent types and the lives of Extension clientele. Training should also
prepare agents to facilitate controversial conversations; de-escalate tense situations; and adjust to
different temperaments, group sizes, relationships with the parties involved, and knowledge
levels. Rhetorical communication methods and the contrasting viewpoints method should also
be a part of the training (Goodwin, 1993; Shumacher & Lloyd, 1997). Additionally, training
could highlight opportunities to proactively address contentious issues in educational
programming, such as programming with youth. It may be appropriate to break agents out by
type during the training, given some variation in attitudes and challenges observed in this study.
Extension agents reported direct communication to be most effective in communicating
contentious issues, and thus, efficiency and techniques for these different communication
methods should be explored. Some direct and personal communication methods would require
frequent travel. Administrators could explore funding opportunities that may support more
direct communication with clientele. Alternatively, if resources to support direct communication
are limited, Extension administration may need to consider the costs and benefits of including
new communication methods as a part of training to reach clientele.
Future research should examine the contentious issues with which Extension agents are currently
dealing and the difficulties associated with moderating each of them. Researchers should also
examine how Extension agents are moderating each contentious issue and which methods work
best for each client type. Future research should assess what training Extension agents receive to
address contentious issues, how moderating contentious issues affects agents’ job satisfaction,
and how moderating these conversations impacts Extension agent turnover. Additionally,
researchers should determine what external factors hinder agents when addressing contentious
issues. Researchers should also examine the actual methods Extension agents are using to
communicate contentious issues to determine which methods are more effective. Future research
should continue to document methods being used to facilitate contentious issues and share those
findings with others to help improve future efforts.
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Leadership and Life Skills Development among 4-H
State-Level Youth Leaders
Kathleen D. Kelsey
Nicholas E. Fuhrman
University of Georgia
This mixed-methods study sought to determine the impact of a 4-H state-level
youth leadership program on participants’ leadership and life skills (LLS)
development. Youth who participated in the study served as a state-level leader
for one year. Two cohorts, 2017 and 2018 (N = 18), participated in the study.
Twelve youth completed the survey and interviews. Results from the Youth
Leadership Life Skills Development scale (YLLSD) and interviews revealed
participants gained LLS in the areas of understanding self, decision-making,
strengthened oral communication, teamwork, and critical thinking skills.
Participation in 4-H positively built LLS among participants. Long-term
engagement in 4-H was found to increase and deepen LLS development among
participants by reinforcing lessons learned and through positive role-modeling
between peers. Further research should explore the relationship between
assigning youth leaders with titles such as president, vice-president, and secretary
and associated LLS outcomes as previous research indicated that those given
these titles benefited more than youth without titles in spite of all youth receiving
similar formative experiences.
Keywords: 4-H youth leadership program, career-ready skills, employability
skills, leadership life skill development, soft skill development, youth leaders
Introduction
As the largest youth development organization in the U.S. with six million members, 4-H
provides programming to advance participants’ knowledge, skills, and attitudes toward mature
and responsible citizenship, and critical life skills such as communication, intra- and
interpersonal relationships, and cooperation (Boyd et al., 1992; Connell et al., 2000). Through
unique experiences grounded in Hendricks’ (1998) life skills model, 4-H members are exposed
to learning opportunities that build competencies in leadership, teamwork, and communication,
often referred to as leadership and life skills (LLS).
Involving youth in 4-H is one way to build LLS and prepare them for college and the workforce
while simultaneously offering opportunities to engage with positive adult mentors. In fact,
Direct correspondence to Kathleen D. Kelsey at kdk1000@gmail.com
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research has documented that participating in youth organizations such as 4-H increases life
skills development (Ciocanel et al., 2017). One such experience where youth can engage with
caring adults is the Georgia 4-H State Board of Directors leadership program, composed of nine
members holding the offices of president, vice-president, three state representatives, and four
district representatives. Participants represent the 4-H organization as ambassadors, role models,
and recruiters at major functions for one year. Members engage with prominent adult leaders
from the land-grant university and state government and are responsible for planning events.
While youth and adults attest to the success of youth leadership programs on developing LLS,
few are formally evaluated to determine their impact (Moran et al., 2019; Seevers et al., 1995;
Tassin et al., 2010). Therefore, the need for this study was to evaluate the impact of a state-level
leadership program on participants’ LLS development to gain a deeper understanding of the
program elements that contribute to growing LLS among participants.
Review of Literature
LLS development is integral to 4-H programming (Boyd et al., 1992; Bruce et al., 2004; Moran,
2015; Seevers et al., 1995; Wingenbach & Kahler, 1997). LLS are “cognitive skills for
analyzing and using information, personal skills for developing personal agency and managing
oneself, and interpersonal skills for communicating and interacting effectively with others”
(UNICEF, 2017, p. 1). Hendricks’ (1998) life skill framework was used to create the life skills
model related to the four H’s in the 4-H pledge. Thirty-five life skills were incorporated into
thinking and managing (head), relating and caring (heart), giving and working (hands), and
living and being (health). With fewer high school programs emphasizing life skills development
over competencies assessed with standardized tests, college ambassador programs have become
an avenue for students to gain critical LLS for students not previously involved in 4-H (Arnold,
2012).
LLS training is effective at helping youth to successfully transition into adulthood. Tassin et al.
(2010) found 4-H officers’ life skills improved because of their involvement in LLS-building
experiences. Previous service as 4-H president, vice-president, or secretary resulted in
measurable changes in life skills, whereas other officer roles did not. The impact of the program
only reached the highest level of officer service in 4-H, reinforcing the need for additional study
on outcomes of those in other 4-H leadership positions. McElravy and Hastings (2014)
suggested examining a youth leader’s emotional intelligence to determine previously unrevealed
outcomes of a young person’s service in a leadership role.
Fitzpatrick et al. (2005) determined the long-term impact of 4-H membership on LLS
development. Members reported learning (in order of magnitude) skills such as accepting people
who were different, community service, making healthy choices, and job skills. LLS included
self-esteem, teamwork, responsibility, planning and organizing, cooperation, record keeping,
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goal setting, community service, communication, and leadership. Length of time as a 4-H
member was also an important variable for increasing the impact of life skill outcomes.
Boyd et al. (1992, p. 1) found similar results, reporting “the level of LLS development increased
as the level of 4-H participation increased” among 4-H members. Fox et al. (2003) studied 4-H
members who participated from three to 13 years, averaging nine years. 4-H influenced
member’s sense of responsibility, product production skills, and abilities to handle competition
and meet new people.
Moran et al. (2019) more recently examined 4-H state leadership board members’ development
of LLS resulting from their involvement in youth-adult interactions. Members reported
moderate to a lot of gain using the Youth Leadership Life Skills Development (YLLSD) scale
(Seevers et al. 1995). However, there were no significant differences between the development
of LLS and youth-adult partnerships. Low positive differences existed for older youth who
served as a state board member and for youth who spent more time at board sponsored events.
Bruce et al. (2004) studied state 4-H council members for LLS growth and reported gains in selfgrowth, self-discovery, and relationship building.
Many studies assessing youth LLS development are underpinned by the theory of positive youth
development (PYD) first reported by Lerner et al. (2005) and later refined by Lerner et al.
(2012). PYD theory implies that youth develop competence, confidence, connection, character,
and caring (known as the five C’s) as psychological attributes through the normal maturation
process and through exposure to positive ecological assets such as social networks, institutions,
individuals, and access to resources.
Individual strengths of youth could be enhanced by intentional self-regulation, school
engagement (including extracurricular activities such as 4-H), and hopeful future expectations.
Through time, youth increase their expression of the five C’s to become contributing members of
society, including community, family, and self. Youth who did not significantly develop the five
C’s were reported to exhibit risky and problematic behaviors such as depression, delinquency,
and substance abuse (Lerner et al., 2012). The current study examined the role of those involved
in 4-H leadership positions, specifically on key LLS competencies associated with the five C’s.
Adolescent adaptive developmental regulations that are embedded in a system, such as 4-H, can
lead to youth developing the sixth C of PYD, community contributions (Lerner et al., 2012).
Central to PYD is creating positive environments (ecological assets) that nurture the five C’s
within a community setting and asking youth to contribute to their communities. It is important
to note context shapes youth adaptive development over time (temporal aspect of PYD).
From these aforementioned studies, the length of time spent in 4-H activities and serving as
president, vice-president, or secretary resulted in the most gains for LLS. Additional research is
needed to identify potential growth among lower-ranking members of youth leadership teams
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and to more deeply understand the impact of state-level leadership programs on participants’
LLS development. In the context of the research reported here, youth were engaged in an
ecological asset that provided positive social networks of other high achieving youth, extended
contact with positive and high-achieving adult role models, institutional structure from the landgrant university, and resources through the yearlong state-level leadership program.
Purpose
The purpose of this descriptive study was to measure the development of LLS among
participants after serving as a state-level leader. Specific objectives were to:
1. Measure youth participants’ development of LLS because of participating in a
yearlong state-level leadership program using the YLLSD scale (Seevers et al., 1995).
2. Describe youth participants’ experiences as a state-level leader in regard to
developing LLS.
Methods
Population
The target population for this census study consisted of all youth who were elected to serve as
state-level leaders between 2016 and 2018 (N = 18). Of the 18 youth eligible, 12 agreed to
participate in the study, nine from the 2017-2018 cohort, and three from the 2016-2017 cohort.
Respondents ranged in age from 16-19 years (M = 17 years). Participants identified as White (n
= 10) and Black (n = 2), female (n = 5), and male (n = 7). Participants spent four to 13 years
involved with 4-H (M = 7). Before serving as a state-level leader, participants held between two
to six offices (M = 3) and participated in one to seven (M = 3) additional organizations prior to or
concurrently with being elected to a state-level leadership role. Pseudonyms were used to
protect the privacy of participants. Ella, Tom, Max, Ike, and Ivy were homeschooled. Ben, Axl,
Amy, Liv, Dan, Leo, and Sky attended public schools for the majority of their K-12 education.
Instruments
The study used a mixed-methods research design (Greene, 2007) to answer the research
questions. The Youth Leadership Life Skills Development (YLLSD) scale is a valid and reliable
measure of LLS (Seevers et al., 1995). It consists of a 30 item self-report measure that is ageappropriate. Seevers et al. synthesized 68 life skill variables into seven subdomains. The scale
measures an individual’s perceptions of their communication skills, decision-making skills,
getting along with others, learning and management skills, understanding self, and working with
others. The Cronbach’s alpha coefficient was reported as .98 for the overall ability of the
instrument to consistently measure leadership life skills within one construct.
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The instrument used in this study was modified to capture participants’ perceptions just prior to
participating in the program, and now (currently serving or alumni). The 30 statements were
listed once in the left column, and the prompt was repeated twice in the center and right columns.
For example, the prompts read, “Before I was elected to serve as a state-level leader, I:” and
“After I was elected to serve as a state-level leader, I:”. Respondents checked a response for
then and now using a 4-point Likert-type scale that ranged from 0 = none, 1 = slight, 2 =
moderate, and 3 = a lot based on their perceived skill level before and after the program.
The then-now design was chosen to control for overestimation in changes in knowledge and
response-shift bias that are common threats to validity as participants may overstate knowledge
and skills gained in programs when data are collected at two points in time (Pratt et al., 2000).
Self-rating at a single point in time is considered valid for pre- and post-test measures to control
for memory-related problems, social desirability responding, and effort justification (Howard et
al., 1981).
Data Collection
Survey. After obtaining informed consent from those over age 18, and assent from minors and
their parents, participants were administered the YLLSD scale using a paper format during a
group meeting by 4-H adult leaders.
Interviews. Face-to-face interviews with participants were conducted to triangulate the survey
data and better understand aspects of their experiences as state-level leaders that affected LLS
outcomes. Interviews were conducted by the researcher on campus during a training session in
November 2018.
The interviews were guided by a semi-structured interview protocol. The protocol was
developed based on the literature pertaining to salient variables regarding LLS development
(Boyd et al., 1992; Bruce et al., 2004; Moran, 2015; Seevers et al., 1995). The protocol was
reviewed by the 4-H adult leaders for face and content validity.
Participants were asked specific questions pertaining to their individual LLS development. For
example, they were asked, “in regard to specific leadership skills and attitudes gained in the
program, can you tell me more about how you may have gained various skills such as
communication (public speaking, listening, writing), decision-making, critical thinking,
planning, and getting along with others (i.e., tact, flexibility, acceptance, etiquette, manners).” In
addition, participants were asked to discuss how they may have improved upon their problem
solving skills, applying lessons to other situations (transfer of learning), management skills, and
ability to set goals and accomplish a project. Participants were asked about program elements
related to building self-awareness, self-confidence, and how their personal characteristics may
have changed because of the program. Participants also discussed building skills in working
with groups and how their personal relationships were affected because of the program.
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Data Analysis
Survey. YLLSD data were analyzed using the Statistical Package for the Social Sciences
(SPSS) v. 24 for Windows. Frequencies, percentages, means, and standard deviations were
calculated to summarize the data. The two scores (then-now) were compared using a paired
samples t-test to determine differences in perception from before and after the program at a
single point in time. Single items were compared within the seven subdomains because of the
smaller sample size in this study. Pooled means within subdomains were used to report the data
for enhanced readability and interpretation.
Interviews. The interviews, lasting 30 to 60 minutes each, were recorded and transcribed
verbatim by the lead researcher. The transcripts were sent to each participant via email for
member checking (Tracy, 2010). None of the participants made changes to the transcripts,
indicating the accuracy of the raw data. The transcripts were loaded into a qualitative data
analysis software program, ATLIS.ti 7 for Windows (Muhr, 2004) for analysis. The lead
researcher worked with the data on both descriptive and conceptual levels (Saldaña, 2016).
Conceptual consistency, interpretative agreement, and interpretative distinctiveness (Greene,
2007) were achieved through coding and memoing, or taking notes on emerging themes.
Significant quotations were clustered to create thematic groundedness using code frequency and
relationships among codes (Friese, 2019). Memoing allowed for operationalization of the salient
themes to strengthen the internal reliability of the analysis.
Ethical Considerations. Credibility was addressed using a progressive protocol of engaging
participants in the research process throughout the study (conceptualizing research questions,
negotiating methods, peer-debriefing, and member-checking the findings). Transferability was
demonstrated by adding thick descriptions in the form of quotes from the participants to enhance
truth validity. Dependability was enhanced through triangulating survey results with interview
results. An audit trail of all documents related to the study was archived for later reference.
Confirmability was ensured by sharing a complete report with the participants for final member
checking. No changes were made to the findings, indicating participants agreed with the
authors’ conclusions. Finally, reciprocity in reporting the study was negotiated with the
participants. Participants’ quotes are provided in the findings to add truth validity and richness
(Creswell & Poth, 2018; Lincoln & Guba, 1985; Tracy, 2010).
Results
Survey Findings
Objective one sought to measure youth participants’ development of LLS resulting from
participating in a yearlong state-level leadership program using the YLLSD scale (Seevers et al.,
1995). A two-tailed significance test determined if statistically significant differences in
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perceived LLS were evident before and after participating in the program. The p-value was set
at .05 a priori for a 95% confidence interval (see Table 1).
When examined collectively, members reported statistically significant growth in LLS across all
subdomains (Table 1). Specifically, decision-making, understanding self, and learning exhibited
the largest growth when comparing pre-post scores. The smallest difference in pre-post growth
was in the area of getting along with others, suggesting that either the leadership experience did
not stress this leadership skill enough or the YLLSD scale was not sensitive enough to detect
skill development in this area.
Table 1. Pre-post Statistics for Subdomains of the Youth Leadership Life Skills Development
(YLLSD) Scale
Leadership Skill Subdomain
Pre-mean (SD)
Post-mean (SD)*
Communication
2.09 (0.83)
2.55 (0.52)*
Decision-making
2.07 (0.15)
2.59 (0.12)*
Understanding self
2.11 (0.13)
2.62 (0.16)*
Working with groups
2.12 (0.58)
2.54 (0.47)*
Management
2.41 (0.34)
2.86 (0.06)*
Learning
2.24 (0.34)
2.71 (0.22)*
Getting along with others
2.46 (0.33)
2.82 (0.21)*
Note. *Significant pre-post difference at the 0.05 level.
Qualitative Findings
Objective two sought to describe youth participants’ experiences as a state-level leader
concerning the development of LLS. Interviews were used to triangulate the survey data and
generate themes that elucidated the impact of the program on LLS development. Pseudonyms
were used in place of members’ names to protect their identity. Numbers following direct quotes
indicate location in the original transcripts for audit purposes, for example, Ella (25).
Developing as a Leader. When asked how the SBD program helped members develop as
leaders, refinement of their public speaking skills emerged as the most frequently cited benefit
(Ella, Axl, Tom, Leo, Ike). Ben was shy and stated that SBD helped him “grow into the
leadership aspect of who I am, not changing who I am” (35). Max reported that working with
successful peers and adults helped to sharpen his leadership skills. Liv said that she was “put
into situations where I needed to be a leader, someone who can step up and take action” (37).
Dan said the SBD program helped improve his “teamwork skills, task initiative skills, helped me
to be a better person all around” (42). Ike reported that he gained confidence.
Cognitive Skills. Program activities reinforced critical thinking skills among participants. They
reported planning events, decision-making, creating skits, considering other’s needs and feelings,
and working in a team. Participants were challenged with emerging dilemmas such as schedule
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disruptions that required resolution. Adult leaders were supportive yet insistent that members
solve problems to bolster their critical thinking skills.
Max said the program “enhanced my ability to analyze situations and think of the big picture, as
in what will this decision do for me now as well as in the future?” (52), indicating strategic
thinking when building relationships. Max also reported that adult leaders supported him in
building critical thinking skills by encouraging him to try activities outside of his comfort zone.
Participants saw problem solving as an extension of critical thinking skills. They reflected on
problems that emerged, such as scheduling conflicts as problems to be solved without adult
interference. Axl equated problem solving with adapting to emerging situations. Dan learned to
view problems as an opportunity to “open up your mind and look through all the options and try
to see a better way out of the problem instead of just going in head first” (81).
Participants were responsible for planning activities. They reported that planning skills were
enhanced by these activities. Planning skills extended to their need to adopt better timemanagement skills in school as their time was limited due to the demands of leadership activities.
Adult leaders helped members learn new skills, such as keeping a personal planner to prepare for
upcoming events.
Personal Skills. The transformation to becoming a state-level leader was a significant event for
all 12 participants as they reported building self-confidence as a principal outcome of their
lifetime experiences as a 4-H member. Public-speaking activities were the primary avenue for
building self-confidence starting as early as fifth grade with District Project Achievement (DPA)
events. Amy said, “my confidence started growing in ninth grade when I got first place in DPA.
Being a state leader has really boosted it” (56).
Small successes in 4-H activities led to increased confidence and risk-taking to engage in
additional events such as running for Junior and Senior Board, and ultimately, a state-level
leadership role. Ben said, “It’s crazy how 4-H pushes you outside your comfort zone in good
ways” (70). Max said, “I’m becoming more confident in public speaking skills, and in
communicating my feelings, whether that is one-to-one or with my fellow state leaders, to the
entire 4-H delegation. Definitely, my self-confidence in those abilities has increased” (63).
Participants were aware of their progressive LLS development and were grateful for
opportunities afforded them in the program. Participants were also aware of their public image
as leaders. Max said, “I think the program helped me to be more conscious and self-aware of my
actions and surroundings and how they will affect others” (76). Liv said, “we are the face of 4H; we are the people they look at” (17).
Participants reported they had a great deal of autonomy in their leadership roles. The 4-H adult
leaders would facilitate events for the group but left them in charge to determine the agenda and
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theme of major events. Participants reported they were able to practice the skill of setting goals
and accomplishing projects through the program.
Interpersonal Skills. Participants reported that their communication skills were enhanced
during the program as they learned to become better listeners by focusing more on the speaker to
engage in meaningful conversations with state agricultural leaders, as well as take oral direction
from adult leaders. Participants also improved listening skills when working in peer groups.
When asked if her listening skills were impacted by the program, Ella said, “we had to do a lot of
listening to each other. We have to work together as a team. We want everyone’s ideas to be
heard” (43). Amy said, “I am a better listener; I used to talk and not listen” (63). Liv said, “I
used to be the one that was up and talking, so I have had to learn to sit back and let others take
the spotlight, let others talk” (51).
As mentioned previously, participants reported that their confidence and skills in public speaking
grew considerably during the program. They were asked to lead assemblies, speak at National
and State Congress, speak with elected officials, and speak with university and state agricultural
leaders. They began practicing public speaking in fifth grade by presenting their DPA projects to
adult 4-H leaders. They grew their public speaking skills through serving on Junior and Senior
Boards and gained experience giving speeches in front of large audiences. Participants reported
feeling proud of their public speaking abilities and were confident when speaking to a group.
Participants reported that writing “was not the most emphasized thing” (Liv, 53). They were
asked to write thank you notes to donors, to develop the team’s mission statement, post to social
media, write a biography for the state 4-H website, write skits, and write an elevator speech. The
writing assignments were good exercises in composition and formal communications and helped
build cooperation skills.
Finally, being a youth leader helped participants become more tactful and discerning when
interacting with others. Participants recognized the value of others’ contributions to the program
and learned to cooperate with others. Ella said, “we all have different things we can contribute”
(73). Amy stated that she learned that “it’s not about me; we have to do what is best for the
group, so we talk it out” (32).
Conclusions and Implications
The state-level leadership program served to improve participants’ LLS. Members made
statistically significant positive changes in the seven subdomains of the YLLSD instrument, and
the qualitative data helped spotlight specific elements of the subdomains that were strengthened
the most. While others reported that youth who served in upper-level leadership roles (e.g.,
president, vice-president, and secretary) exhibited the greatest gains in LLS (Tassin et al., 2010),
all of the youth in this study perceived themselves as growing in LLS, regardless of their
assigned role.
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All participants received the same training, participated in the same events, and shared
responsibilities equally. While members held different titles (President, Vice-President, State
Representative, District Representative), none mentioned differentiation of duties because of
their official title. The equalitarian expectations of 4-H adult leaders for all members, regardless
of the office held, resulted in significant gains in LLS for all members. With employers
emphasizing the need for strong oral communication skills across occupation types, this study
demonstrated that involvement in 4-H state-level youth leadership positions can enhance one’s
public speaking abilities and potentially contribute to career success.
The results of this study have important implications for Cooperative Extension youth
development professionals and adult volunteers mentoring youth in leadership roles. First,
public speaking skills were noted as an area of important growth in this study, and adults
mentoring youth should consider promoting opportunities for youth to reflect on their
communication anxieties throughout a leadership training experience. This may also allow for
longitudinal tracking of anxiety reduction over time. Second, with strong LLS gains resulting for
youth across all leadership positions in this study, adults mentoring youth should consider less
the title of the leadership position when recruiting youth and more the youth’s potential for
growth within a leadership role.
Recommendations
In regard to practitioner recommendations, we suggest adult leaders of youth teams reconsider
the need for specific titles in implementing programs, such as president or vice president, and
eliminate unnecessary titles in favor of advancing all youth participants equally. In this study,
officer status was conferred by assigning titles to recognize the number of votes received, for
example, the winner of the most votes was assigned the title of president; however, there was
little differentiation of duties in practice. Leadership development training of youth should be
consistent regardless of leadership position.
Participants experienced success in 4-H activities from fifth to twelfth grades. 4-H afforded
youth a plethora of opportunities to gain confidence, express their authentic selves, and transition
into adulthood with an increased sense of self-awareness, increased responsibility, and
autonomy. This finding is similar to Boyd et al. (1992) and Fitzpatrick et al. (2005), who
reported that 4-H alumni spent seven years, on average, in 4-H programs and benefited from
length of exposure to positive youth development activities.
It is recommended that adult leaders of youth programs create opportunities for youth to remain
in 4-H as a continuous experience with progressive engagement and responsibility. The longer
youth engaged in 4-H, the greater their gains in LLS. Adult 4-H leaders were influential on
members’ development by teaching lessons on diversity, inclusion, kindness, finding one’s
authentic voice, reciprocity, and being nurturing. Adult leaders should also consider using the
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YLLSD scale in conjunction with qualitative data collection techniques for an improved picture
of the outcomes of youth leadership experiences.
In summary, this study confirmed that participants of the state-level leadership program
enhanced their public speaking skills, confidence, self-awareness, critical thinking, problem
solving, planning, managing, communicating, interacting effectively with others, and building
positive relationships with peers and adults. These findings are similar to Fitzpatrick et al.
(2005), Boyd et al. (1992), Ward (1996), Harris et al. (2016), Moran, (2015), Moran et al.
(2019), and Bruce et al. (2004).
Participants reported that their 4-H experiences, including their final year as a state-level leader,
had a significant impact on their LLS development. It is difficult to extract the precise impact of
this final year of service from their lifetime 4-H experiences, in addition to participating in other
organizations and community service. However, their final year in 4-H served to refine and
polish their skills through practice, reinforcement, and positive affirmation from adult and peerleaders. Participating in state-level leadership offers promise as a culminating youth
development experience for 4-H’ers nearing completion of their 4-H careers.
This study was limited by the small sample size. When using a quantitatively-based
questionnaire with scaled response options, meaningful results are often achieved with 30 or
more respondents because of the ability to better generalize to a broader population. The fact
that items on the YLLSD instrument showed statistically significant differences with our smaller
population size demonstrated the ability of the leadership experience to influence those
leadership outcomes. In addition, the study was limited geographically, taking place in one state.
Although these results cannot be generalized beyond the population reported here, they are
useful for youth development professionals interested in the outcomes of involving youth in
leadership experiences.
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In 2013, the National Institute of Food and Agriculture supported the creation of
a professional development and technical assistance center to promote strong
implementation and evaluation of University-led, community-based projects
serving low-resource populations. Within this center, a coaching cadre was
established to provide proactive and responsive technical assistance. Formative
evaluation involving coaches and their primary contacts was used for refinement
of coaching practices. Initially, coaches were encouraged to build strong
interpersonal rapport. This set the stage for trusting, reciprocal interactions, but
coaches recognized a need for targeted support and more tools for quality
programming, evaluation, and sustainability. Greater emphasis was placed on
goal-focused collaboration. Coaches received training and resources on topics
such as goal setting, program quality, reduction of barriers (e.g., participant
recruitment), and sustainability strategies. To assess coaching model
enhancements, a survey of projects was expanded to gauge logic model usage,
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goal setting, strength of coaching relationships, and project implementation and
sustainability progress. Overall, coaching was rated more favorably and effective
when contact was consistent, inclusive of face-to-face interaction, met technical
needs, and involved collaborative brainstorming and planning. Findings indicate
coaching relationships strengthen over time and demand a collaborative, actionorientation to set goals, reduce barriers, and drive stronger outcomes.
Keywords: evidence-informed practice, technical assistance, coaching, goalsetting, collaboration, implementation quality, CYFAR
Background
The coaching field continues to grow, especially in executive and education realms. Still, a need
exists to inform coaching practices specifically targeting the implementation of communitybased prevention and intervention programs. Funders now demand greater accountability for
fiscal responsibility and demonstrated impact; the need for support structures bolstering program
delivery and evaluation has increased. Fully identifying coaching skills, styles, and strategies to
drive evidence-informed implementation success over time, especially across multiple and
diverse programs serving low-resource youth and families, is imperative (Olson et al., 2018).
The Children, Youth, and Families At-Risk Professional Development and Technical Assistance
Center (CYFAR PDTA Center) serves CYFAR grantees funded by the United States Department
of Agriculture’s (USDA) National Institute of Food and Agriculture (NIFA) for five years
(Olson, Hawkey, et al., 2016; Olson, Smith, et al., 2016). Grantees develop, deliver, and
evaluate chosen community-based projects within the larger ecological context of Land-grant
University and Cooperative Extension System infrastructures. To provide implementation
support to these grantees and promote strong program outcomes for at-risk and low-resource
populations, the Center has operationalized three components: professional development,
technical assistance, and evaluation. Coaching is one part of the Center’s comprehensive system
for promoting high-quality implementation, evaluation, and sustainability by CYFAR project
teams and their community-based programs.
Well-implemented programs have the potential for stronger impacts and more positive outcomes
(Catalano et al., 2004). Moreover, evidence and recommended best practices suggest higher
program implementation quality and greater team functioning result from technical assistance
(Chilenski et al., 2016; Durlak & DuPre, 2008; Fixsen et al., 2005; Spoth et al., 2013).
Furthermore, a growing body of research indicates traditional training workshops increase
knowledge, but translation into skilled implementation requires coaching that is responsive to the
individual and the unique environmental influences upon program delivery contexts (Becker et
al., 2013; Cappella et al., 2012; Fixsen et al., 2005; Forman et al., 2009).
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The Center’s coaching practices were originally drawn from peer coaching literature and include
a combination of mentoring, technical assistance, guidance, reflection, problem solving, and
team building (Allen, 2013; Denton & Hasbrouk, 2009; Olson, Hawkey, et al., 2016; Olson,
Smith, et al., 2016). Initially, coaches were encouraged to develop relationships that were
consistent, positive, empowering, predictable, and reliable (Wasylyshyn, 2003) using the
following coaching styles: problem solving, reflective-practice, team building, technical, and
reform.
Data have since driven the evolution of the coaching practices within the Center. Formative
evaluation showed increases in technical, reflective practice, and team building coaching in 2016
as compared to the first year of the coaching process in 2015 (Olson et al., 2018; Olson, Smith, et
al., 2016). Problem solving was rated high in both years, but reform coaching was rated
relatively low in both years. Given one of the primary purposes of coaching was to reform or
shift CYFAR projects towards more evidence-informed programming and implementation
strategies, professional development for the coaching cadre became targeted at helping coaches
to engage in more reform and technical coaching. The central message was to use resources to
empower grantees in setting and actualizing evidence-informed performance goals aligned with
the logic model included in their grant proposal.
Chilenski et al. (2016) asserted a collaborative coaching style of teaching and problem solving
can be described as goal-oriented; this coaching style involves a recurring examination of
objectives to reach goals (Kilburg, 1996). A goal orientation has galvanized coaches to build
upon earlier emphases (e.g., rapport-building skills, the promotion of evidence, team-building
strategies). As one example, coaches historically generated buy-in for the fulfillment of
reporting requirements; now, they also encourage grantees to use data for program improvement
and to communicate impacts to community stakeholders as part of sustainability efforts.
Theoretical Frameworks
Three frameworks provide the basis for the Center’s coaching processes and this research study
assessing the evolution of coaching practices.
1) The Evidence-based System for Innovation Support Logic Model (Wandersman et al.,
2012) delineates providing tools, training, and quality assurance and improvement
support to overcome capacity limitations. The Center’s collective roles (i.e.,
evaluation, professional development, technical assistance) enhance grantees’ ability
to fulfill the objectives of their funded projects. Coaches assess grantees’ current
levels of capacity and bridge needs with resources.
2) The Framework for Effective Implementation (Durlak & DuPre, 2008) asserts strong
organizational capacity of a program delivery system, coupled with a supportive
training and technical assistance system, can lead to effective implementation. The
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framework presents an ecological perspective; local contexts differ, and program
success is dependent upon how factors interplay and contribute to implementation
capacity. Herein lies the strength of the Center’s coaching process: one-on-one
interactions; identification of unique program, team, and community influences at
each delivery site; and customized guidance throughout a grantee’s implementation
phases for local context and implementation barriers. Coaches address innovation
characteristics (e.g., cultural relevance of curriculum), provider characteristics (e.g.,
facilitator’s delivery skills), community-level factors (e.g., engagement strategies),
and delivery system factors (e.g., capacity and organizational practices) (Durlak &
DuPre, 2008). Other literature also asserts that positive impacts on program
implementation and behavioral outcomes are dependent upon intensive coaching and
feedback customized to needs (Dusenbury et al., 2010; Noell et al., 2005; Reinke et
al., 2008). Thus, coaches identify relevant resources from program and curriculum
developers, the Center’s internal resources, and connections to academic institutions.
They also provide direct contextual feedback (e.g., observe operations and provide
improvement recommendations).
3) The Transtheoretical Model of Change, proposed by Prochaska and DiClemente
(1982), postulates three main constructs: decisional balance, self-efficacy, and
behavior. Within each of the constructs, the cognitive shift experienced by a
participant is a cyclical process that takes time and investment (Zapor et al., 2018).
The time construct is especially salient in the self-efficacy and behavior constructs, as
newly adopted behaviors become more entrenched over time through practice
(Cowan et al., 1997). The coaching practices honor this model through sustained
monthly contact; this process provides for a consistent environment in which
productive coaching develops (e.g., setting and tracking project goals and participant
reach targets). With their coach, project leaders explore and practice new skills (e.g.,
recruitment strategies, survey administration skills, fundraising approaches) before
they employ them with local program team members.
These three frameworks provide context for coaches to understand the importance of strategizing
targeted support of grantees and identifying and using tools for quality programming, evaluation,
and sustainability. All three frameworks suggest that capacity building takes time and an
approach tailored to the individuals served and their local environment. The Center’s coaches
assess grantees’ current levels of capacity, identify and provide relevant resources, and provide
direct contextual feedback and improvement recommendations. They leverage consistent
interactions, reciprocal rapport, and a collaborative, action-orientation towards goals to promote
the exploration and practice of new strategies and skills by grantees. This coaching process is
intended to reduce implementation barriers and drive stronger outcomes as a result of
individualized support for each project team’s community needs, relational dynamics, and
program coordination and delivery.
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Shift to a Goal Orientation
Research has repeatedly demonstrated a link between goal setting and outcomes, such as
productivity and profitability (Latham & Baldes, 1975; Latham & Saari, 1982; Locke & Latham,
1984; Terpstra & Rozell, 1994). Our aim was to be more purposeful in utilizing coaching
strategies that foster a collaborative goal orientation to promote stronger outcomes for lowresource populations. This is accomplished in five primary ways:
1) Coaches educate grantees on best practices and how to effectively incorporate them
into an existing project plan. This creates awareness of greater possibilities, and
research has shown higher expectations lead to higher performance levels (Locke et
al., 1986). A coach’s constructive input allows project team members to self-correct;
most individuals increase effort when they learn new performance strategies or
realize they are below expected targets (Locke & Latham, 2002; Matsui et al., 1983).
2) Coaches help grantees consciously and consistently focus on the intended purpose of
their projects by setting implementation goals for outcomes. Locke and Latham
(2002) contend goal-setting theory is based on the premise that conscious goals affect
action. Their findings reinforce the concept that goal specificity reduces ambiguity
around what is to be achieved and reduces variations in performance (Locke et al.,
1989; Locke & Latham, 2002).
3) Coaches act as project champions encouraging grantees to embrace new information
to benefit their own goals and reach milestones. They help grantees form a vision for
project impact and stay motivated through verbal prompts. Research on the
PROSPER model, which involves university, school, and community partners in the
implementation of evidence-based programming for youth and families, has shown
communication of expectations and emphasis on goals and ideal timelines as
imperative for strong outcomes, even more so as teams become responsible for
program sustainability (Chilenski et al., 2016). Locke and Latham (2002) assert
leaders who communicate an inspiring vision and behave supportively influence goal
attainment.
4) Coaches promote team goal-directedness. Coaching, problem solving, and technical
assistance collaboration are associated with team goal-directedness (Becker et al.,
2013; Chilenski et al., 2016; Fixsen et al., 2005; Pas et al., 2014; Stormont & Reinke,
2013; Wasylyshyn, 2003). The Center’s coaches help entire project teams understand
and actualize their grant narratives and logic models. Confirming program and
participant reach targets is foundational to helping grantees set, and keep at the
forefront of their actions, goals for implementation based on their own vested
commitments. Specific, challenging goals are known to lead to greater performance
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than simple encouragement or prompting individuals to do their best (Locke &
Latham, 1990).
5) Coaches utilize relationship-building strategies to increase competency and
confidence. Self-efficacy plays a key role in implementation success; individuals
with strong self-efficacy set and commit to higher goals (Locke & Latham, 1990;
Seijts & Latham, 2001). Research indicates self-efficacy can be increased through
training, role models, and positive, persuasive communications (Bandura, 1997;
Locke & Latham, 2002; White & Locke, 2000). Coaches assume these roles by
providing reflection opportunities, praise, verbal inspiration, and knowledge of
effective implementation strategies. Research has also demonstrated that individuals
who formulate task strategies with others perform better and have higher self-efficacy
(Latham et al., 1994). Coaches engage grantees in networking and open dialogue to
raise self-awareness of effective strategies. They encourage accurate visualization of
existing implementation strategies, which may not align with possibilities for highquality programming and impacts (Bandura & Cervone, 1983; Becker, 1978; Erez,
1977; Locke & Latham, 2002; Strang et al., 1978). As grantees relate new evidenceinformed principles and practices to their realities, a coach’s evocation and
provocation contribute perspective and energize personal and project development.
Ultimately, a coach empowers by demonstrating trust and respect for a grantee’s own
decision-making abilities. Whitmore (2009) contends performers must recognize that
success is due to effort. Awareness, self-belief, motivation, choice, clarity,
commitment, responsibility, and action are all products of coaching.
Currently, the Center’s strategic goals are to foster 1) high-quality program delivery, 2)
collection and communication of outcomes data, and 3) project sustainability. Coaches assume
an approach, as the literature suggests, that is encouraging, supportive, and collaborative to
increase receptivity to coaching and the effectiveness of technical assistance (Fixsen et al., 2005;
Kilburg, 1996; Stormont & Reinke, 2012; Wasylyshyn, 2003). They now also embrace a goal
orientation. They are expected to be familiar with grantees’ logic models. They receive training
in evidence-informed practices and are armed with resources to initiate implementation,
evaluation, and sustainability conversations. As a result, their technical assistance is proactive,
anticipating common needs at each implementation stage, and identifying potential barriers
earlier, so a more efficient, less reactive response can be given to the emergence of unexpected
challenges. Coaches also motivate a sense of ownership and accountability for data collection,
outcomes, and sustainability (e.g., encourage connections to be forged with Cooperative
Extension System administrators, external funders, and community supports).
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Purpose and Research Objectives
As asserted in published research, there are two phases of coaching: connect and cultivate
(Becker et al., 2013). The Center’s coaching processes were established in 2014. In 2018, with
some of the grantees now in their fourth implementation year and having received multiple years
of coaching, the evolution of coaching practices could be analyzed. A study was conducted to
determine the coaching skills, styles, and strategies most effective in both building a strong
coaching relationship (connect) and advancing implementation, evaluation, and sustainability for
community-based projects (cultivate).
As an extension of data results collected in 2015 and 2016 (Olson et al., 2018; Olson, Smith, et
al., 2016), the analysis sought to explore the following hypotheses:
1) Coaching relationships will be strengthened over time.
2) Coaches will demonstrate growth in coaching skills due to professional development
and coaching experience.
3) On-site visits and observations of program quality by coaches will lead to more
personable, trusting, and reciprocal relationships.
4) Coaches’ adoption of a goal orientation and the sharing of targeted resources will
result in a proactive, outcomes-driven focus during coaching interactions and an
increase in coaching effectiveness and perceived value.
Methods
Survey Process
Data collected from 2015-2017, including datasets previously reported, allowed for an analysis
of change in coaching perceptions over time (Olson et al., 2018; Olson, Smith, et al., 2016). The
University of Minnesota Institutional Review Board determined this study was not human
research and was exempt from review. An online survey was administered to the primary
coaching contact of CYFAR grants through the Qualtrics survey platform. Survey data were
collected and de-identified by a third-party measurement organization to assure grantee
anonymity. It took approximately 20-30 minutes to complete the survey. No participatory
compensation was provided.
The survey assessed grantees’ attitudes toward coaching quality and quantity and perceived
progress in implementation and sustainability. Coaching had been provided by seven individuals
housed at a different Land-grant Universities. Coaches were primarily female (n = 6; 85.7%);
Caucasian (five Caucasian, one Latina, and one African American); and educated (three hold a
Ph.D., four hold an M.S.). Over half of the coaches (n = 4) were contracted from the inception
of the Center’s coaching structure. Coaches resided in locations throughout the United States:
Southeast (4), Midwest (1), and West (2).
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Survey Respondents
In March of 2017, invitations were sent to 77 CYFAR Principal Investigators or Project
Coordinators from 45 active grants and seven completed grants. Grantees that ended within the
previous year (between survey administrations) were invited to be inclusive of perceptions at the
final grant stages. Project leaders were instructed to choose the contact with the most coaching
interaction for survey completion. Data were collected from 43 respondents. The response rate
was 82.6%. Voluntary responses were received from Principal Investigators (76%), Project
Coordinators (12%), and other project staff (12%). Study respondents represent Cooperative
Extension System research and teaching staff/faculty at Land-grant Universities across the
United States and its territories. The funding years indicated by grantees were first year (10%),
second year (15%), third year (38%), fourth year (24%), fifth year (7%), and beyond fifth year
(7%). Data were removed from two respondents as the majority of items were unanswered, and
an open-ended response suggested inaccurate answering.
Instruments and Measures
Coaching Assessment. The survey included a Coaching Self-Assessment that was adapted from
the Coaching Manager Self-Assessment published by CompassPoint Nonprofit Services; the
publishers granted permission to reframe the questions, so CYFAR survey respondents rated
their coaches instead of themselves (Wilson & Gislason, 2009). Each respondent’s perceptions
of the extent to which his/her coach used a variety of coaching strategies was measured on a
Likert scale (from 1 = mostly not true to 5 = always true). The instrument included three
sections: Coaching Skills (16 items measuring communication and objectivity skills), Coaching
Mindset (16 items measuring social-emotional, cultural competency, and rapport building skills),
and Coaching Framework (20 items measuring facilitation and motivational skills). In 2017,
four items were added to the Coaching Framework section to specifically assess the goalorientation emphasis. In 2017, internal reliability was high for all three sections (α ranged from
.96 to .98).
Coaching Effectiveness. Reliability was high (α = .91) for this 10-item instrument. Item
examples include “I am satisfied with the frequency of contact between myself, my team, and
my coach.” and “My coach understands the essential details of the program(s) being conducted
at my site.” Items were rated on a five-point Likert scale ranging from 1 = strongly disagree to 5
= strongly agree.
Perceived Coaching Styles. The instrument included a series of paired questions in two
sections. Section one, with five items, asked respondents to indicate the degree to which their
coaches engaged in technical, problem solving, reflective practice, team building, and reform
coaching styles. The items used a four-point scale ranging from 1 = very unlike my CYFAR
coach to 4 = very much like my CYFAR coach. Section two asked respondents to indicate the
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degree to which they would like more or less of each style from their coach. These items were
rated on a five-point scale (1 = much less to 5 = much more).
Individual Items. In 2017, items were added to obtain information on topics related to coaching
contact and project progress (e.g., ratings of implementation barriers, success in garnering
stakeholder support). This section also included three open-response format items to obtain
feedback (e.g., how coaching has been beneficial).
Results
First Hypothesis: Coaching Relationships are Strengthened Over Time
Most grantees reported an increase (53.7%) in consistent monthly contact with their coach
(97.6%), and the majority (89.5%) perceived their relationship had grown stronger. The Center’s
coaching presents a unique opportunity to build a sustained relationship over the five-year grant
funding cycle. Through consistent contact, a culture develops where the grantees come to
understand the parameters, purpose, and benefits of successful coaching interactions (Bawany,
2015). A trusting and collaborative relationship is tailored to individual needs, based in practical
application, and is goal-oriented. The process creates space in which a grantee’s own creative
thinking process is facilitated, and new paths of performance are identified.
Table 1. CYFAR Grantees’ Reports of Coaching Contact and Relationship Strength
Survey Item
Percentage Responding Yes
Contact has increased
53.7%
Consistent monthly contact
97.6%
Relationship has grown stronger over time
89.5%
Note: n = 43. The majority of CYFAR grantees are engaged in consistent monthly contact, and both
contact and relationship strength increased from the previous year.

Second Hypothesis: Coaching Skills Grow Over Time
Coaching Skills and Strategies
Coaches participate in monthly web-based training and bi-annual in-person training and strategic
planning. The content focus has included factors of high-quality implementation, sustainability
strategies, goal setting, communication skills (e.g., questioning and affirmation), and lowresource population needs (e.g., Adverse Childhood Experiences). Due to training and
experience, coaching competency was expected to increase. To assess growth, respondents’
ratings of coaches’ skills, mindset, framework, effectiveness, and style were analyzed. Table 2
highlights 2017 items with the highest means:
Coaching Skills. The composite mean was 4.57. The items for welcoming and inclusive
language and listening attentively were rated highest (M = 4.86 and 4.77, respectively).
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Mindset. The composite mean was 4.63. Overall, coaches were rated very high on all the items
in this scale with patience (M = 4.79) and belief in people’s potential, congruency between words
and actions, and showing he/she cares (M = 4.78) scoring the highest.
Framework. The composite mean was high (M = 4.26). Coaches were rated highest on
brainstorming and finding new options (M = 4.58), helping people to use information and
knowledge gained (M = 4.54), and keeping discussions focused and on track (M = 4.54).
Coaching Effectiveness. The scale mean was 4.4. Mean scores were above four (agree) on all
items, except for the item related to technological or logistical impediments (M = 2.33), which is
reverse-scored (lower levels are desirable). The highest means were found for coaches’
understanding of program details and grantees’ comfort in contacting the coach to fulfill grant
responsibilities (M = 4.69).
Table 2. Comparison of Survey Items with Highest 2017 Means
2016
2017
Survey Item
M
SD
M
SD
From the Coaching Skills Scale (n = 26)
Uses welcoming and inclusive language
4.42
.825
4.86
.41
Listens attentively without own thoughts getting in the way
4.61
.882
4.77
.57
From the Coaching Mind-Set Scale (n = 33)
Believes in people’s potential
4.72
.542
4.78
.48
Words are congruent with actions
4.56
.751
4.78
.42
From the Coaching Framework Scale (n = 29)
Good at brainstorming and finding new options
4.26 1.095 4.58
.77
Keeps conversations and meetings focused and on track
4.56
.577
4.54
.77
Helps people use information and knowledge gained
4.17 1.154 4.54
.69
From the Coaching Effectiveness Scale (n = 40)
Satisfied with the nature of contact
4.17 1.197 4.53
.67
Note: All items were measured on a five-point scale ranging from 1= mostly not true or strongly disagree
to 5 = always true or strongly agree. Comparison data for some survey questions have been excluded
above, even though coaches were rated highly, due to minor wording changes to those questions in 2017
(e.g., coaches’ patience, coaches’ ability to show they care, coaches’ project understanding, and grantees’
comfort in contacting their coach for guidance).

Changes in means between the 2017 and 2016 survey responses were also explored. Some of the
areas of growth included the following: attention to body language (4.76 vs. 4.50), staying
objective (4.72 vs. 4.50), detachment from outcomes while helping others grow (4.53 vs. 4.14),
making space for people to express themselves (4.74 vs. 4.40), helping people use gained
information and knowledge (4.54 vs. 4.17), brainstorming and finding new options (4.58 vs.
4.26), and guiding people to be clear about what they are saying (4.31 vs. 4.0). In addition,
survey respondents reported growth in their perceptions of the coach as an important member of
the project team (4.42 vs. 3.89).
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Overall, growth was evident; however, there were a few items in the coaching skills construct
that showed decreased means. These items included allowing others to share their thinking
before giving advice (4.48 vs. 4.72), listening before speaking (4.46 vs. 4.63), asking open-ended
questions to probe thinking (4.24 vs. 4.30), and facilitating problem solving rather than taking
charge of the answers (4.43 vs. 4.53). Perhaps this reflects the coaches adapting to the greater
emphasis on fostering a goal orientation. They were learning how to provide more resourcedriven technical assistance while trying to navigate how to do so, not as an expert but through
relational coaching practices.
Coaching Style
Coaches’ styles were also assessed for growth. In 2017, for the first time in the surveying cycles,
no respondents indicated ‘want much more’ of any of the coaching styles, reflecting growth in
coaching skills and appropriate use of all five taught styles.
Technical. There was a notable increase in levels of the technical style with those reporting
‘like’ coach and ‘very much like’ coach increasing from the previous year (48.1% to 78.6%).
The technical style includes guidance on implementation strategies and monitoring program
processes. As an example, over the previous year, coaches were equipped with handouts to
prompt discussions around specific strategies (e.g., recruitment, measuring implementation
quality, sustainability). They were also provided quarterly reports of grantees’ data submissions
for review during check-in calls.
Problem Solving. The perceived degree to which coaches engaged in the problem-solving style
increased; only 23.3% reported ‘very much like’ my coach in 2015, and 53.7% indicated this in
2017. The majority of respondents (72.5%) indicated they want their coach to use the same
amount, and none indicated ‘want much more.’
Reflective. 80% of respondents reported wanting the amount of this style to stay the same.
Those reporting ‘very much like’ his or her coach from 2015 (13.3%) to 2017 (46.3%) reflected
positive change.
Team Building. Most respondents indicated their coach engaged in the team-building style of
coaching (85.8%). Team building was the only style showing a slight decrease from the
previous year (92% to 85.8%), but 80% of respondents indicated wanting the same amount. This
change may be reflective of established teams (years three and four of grant cycles) and less in
need of team-building support.
Reform. A greater percentage of respondents indicated their coaches engaged in the reform
style of coaching in 2017 (71.8%) compared to 2016 (36%). Reform style includes encouraging
project stakeholders to engage in innovation and adoption of new directions, especially evidence-
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informed practices (e.g., form advisory committees to plan for sustainability, more aggressively
highlight accomplishments with Cooperative Extension System leadership).
Table 3. 2017 Growth in Ratings of Coaching Styles
Coaching Style
Technical (n = 42)
Problem Solving (n = 41)
Reflective Practice (n = 41)
Team Building (n = 42)
Reform (n = 39)

Combined ‘Like’ and ‘Very Much Like’ My Coach Responses
2015
2016
2017
35.5%
48.1%
78.6%
80%
81.4%
90.3%
60%
84.6%
87.8%
71%
92%
85.8%
34.5%
36%
71.8%

Third Hypothesis: On-site Visits Strengthen Coaching Relationships
Site visits are grounded in research on evidence-based program dissemination; scalable,
sustainable programming is strengthened by a multi-faceted support system inclusive of
coaching, professional development, a shared project implementation and outcomes vision, and
frequent on-site interactions (Klingner et al., 2013). The Center’s coaching intentionally
integrates at least two site visits into the multi-year coaching plan. During the first grant year, a
visit advances program and evaluation planning. During the third grant year, a visit allows for
observation of program quality and support of sustainability planning. An overwhelming
majority of survey respondents (96.8%) agreed site visits strengthened their coaching
relationships.
Table 4. Site Visit Impact on the Strength of the Coaching Relationship
2017 Survey Item
Had a Site Visit with a Coach
Visit Strengthened the Coach-Grantee Relationship

Percentage
73.8%
96.8%

Fourth Hypothesis: A Goal Orientation Increases Coaching Effectiveness and Value
During the formative years of the coaching processes, evaluations indicated the purpose of
coaching was not always clear to grantees. Coaches strived to build positive, reciprocal
relationships from the start, but over time, they have come to understand the value of educating
and promoting research and best practices for implementation, evaluation, and sustainability in
targeted ways. This coaching shift has meant more proactive technical assistance, resource
sharing, and outcomes-driven coaching. This shift toward a goal orientation was expected to
increase the effectiveness of coaching and the respondents’ perceived value of coaching.
Coaching Assessment. Although the current emphasis on collaborative goal setting is evident in
the previously highlighted 2017 increases in coaching skills (i.e., coaches’ ability to brainstorm
and find new options), the added survey questions (2017) allowed for further assessment.
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Coaching strengths related to goal orientation and targeted technical assistance are reflected in
these means:
•
•
•
•

My coach understands our grant logic model (M = 4.4).
My coach helps my team to define action steps to fulfill our grant logic model (M =
4.39).
My coach motivates my team to fulfill its grant targets (e.g., number of programs or
respondents served) (M = 4.38).
My coach monitors our Common Measures and helps my team to focus efforts on
evaluation and reporting (M = 3.95).

Coaching Style. The two styles targeted for growth saw the largest percentage changes. The
reform coaching style, which was defined as encouraging project stakeholders to engage in
broad-scale organizational change, innovation, and the adoption of new directions, showed scale
increases in 2017 (71.8%) compared to 2016 (36%). The technical coaching style, which was
defined as providing instruction to stakeholders about how to properly implement strategies for
the program and monitoring of program processes, showed scale increases too with those
reporting ‘like’ coach and ‘very much’ like coach growing (48.1% to 78.6%).
Coaching Effectiveness. Respondents’ perceptions of coaching effectiveness were assessed
with a researcher-created, 10-item instrument. Table 5 highlights the top 5 highest rated items.
Table 5. Reports of Coaching Effectiveness
2017 Survey Item
When I need guidance to fulfill or improve upon my grant responsibilities, I
am comfortable contacting my coach.
My coach understands the essential details of the program(s) being
conducted at my project site.

M

SD

4.69

.78

4.6

.79

I am satisfied with the nature of contact between myself and my coach.

4.53

.67

My coach offers me assistance and makes resources more readily available.

4.52

.74

I am satisfied with the frequency of contact between myself, my team, and
4.49
my coach.
Note: n = 40. Responses were submitted on a 5-point scale with 5 = strongly agree.

.77

In addition, to determine if there were differences in perceived coaching effectiveness between
coaches with high and low ratings of the coaching styles, five Mann-Whitney U tests were run.
One item was dropped from the 10-item instrument assessing effectiveness due to low
correlations with the other items and reduced reliability when included. Reliability was excellent
(α = .95) for the nine remaining items in the instrument. Perceived effectiveness was nonnormally distributed, with a skew of -1.11 (SE = .42), so a non-parametric test was used to
compare mean ranks rather than a t-test to compare means. There was a statistically significant
difference in perceived coaching effectiveness between those with high ratings of reflective
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coaching and those with low ratings of reflective coaching (U = 16.5, z = -3.921, p < .001), as
well as between those with high ratings of team-building coaching and those with low ratings of
team-building coaching (U = 50.500, z = -2.520, p = .013), using an exact sampling distribution
for U (Dinneen & Blakesley, 1973). Coaches with a high rating of reflective (also known as
cognitive) coaching had significantly higher perceived effectiveness, as did coaches with a high
rating of team-building coaching. These results indicate that coaches who use reflective
practices (i.e., empowering stakeholders to think about the project in new and innovative ways
through insightful questioning and encouragement) and team-building (i.e., creating a
community of learning, trust, and mutual support among project stakeholders) are perceived as
more useful to community-based programming.
Similarly, we used the non-parametric Kendall’s tau test to assess the relationship between goal
orientation and perceived coaching effectiveness. Goal orientation was non-normally distributed
with one outlier (Z = -3.119) and a skew of -1.24 (SE = .42); Kendall’s tau is an appropriate nonparametric test for variables with these distributions. There was a strong positive association
between goal orientation and perceived effectiveness, which was statistically significant, τb =
.651, p < .001.
The findings suggest that the Center’s coaching relationships are now more consistent, stronger,
and effective as the result of on-site visits and more targeted and outcomes-focused coaching.
Other research has associated strong coaching with improved implementation quality (Becker et
al., 2013). The positive impacts of the Center’s enhanced coaching are reflected in the majority
of grantees reporting the following: project implementation is progressing very well or beyond
expectations, very low to medium number of implementation barriers, and high to very high
success in building relationships and garnering stakeholder support. Qualitative data highlight
the coaching support that grantees request and are most receptive to receiving:
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•
•

administrative tasks (i.e., interviewing local site staff),
reduction of implementation barriers (e.g., participant recruitment),
evaluation (e.g., data collection strategies and reporting),
navigation of university policies,
project team relations (e.g., building trust across multi-state leadership teams),
curriculum development and review,
sustainability planning,
professional development,
fulfillment of grant requirements, and
coordination of advisory or stakeholder groups.

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

48

Evaluation of Coach-Based Technical Assistance

42

Conclusions and Implications
The first study objective was to determine if coaching relationships are strengthened over time.
A five-year grant funding cycle affords dedicated interaction time to building a sustained
coaching relationship. Findings indicated the vast majority of CYFAR grantees perceived that
their coaching relationship had grown stronger over time (89.5%). Traditional coaching
relationships tend to focus on the facilitation of individual change. The duration and reciprocity
of the Center’s coaching relationships allow for a goal orientation and collaboration that drive
broader organizational change constructs (e.g., a project team’s commitment to the collection
and communications of outcomes data, community ownership leading to embedding the project
into existing infrastructures for long-term viability) (Stober, 2008).
An implication of the study findings is the need to foster consistency in coaching positions;
however, one challenge is skilled individuals tend to pursue career advancements that may not
allow for coaching continuity. Therefore, we have found that retention efforts and transition
planning are necessary. Some examples of steps taken to strengthen retention include providing
clear role expectations (e.g., detailed Statement of Work), involving coaches in activities that
benefit their careers (e.g., manuscript writing and presenting posters at conferences), providing a
summary of each coach’s performance highlights to his/her university administrators, offering
verbal appreciation and recognition, and strengthening the interview process to ensure fit during
hiring. To address transition planning, we have formalized the onboarding process and have a
two-part process for transitioning grantee assignments: 1) a transition call is conducted between
the incoming and departing coaches to transfer knowledge and explain the current focus of
coaching activities, and 2) the departing coach and incoming coach jointly conduct a transition
call with assigned grantees to ensure a seamless and supportive changeover. Future research
could further explore factors that influence the retention of coaches (e.g., percentage of paid
time, sense of team unity and belonging, fit with the responsibilities, and career aspirations) and
the impact of transition planning on quality coaching (e.g., adequate coach training, grantee
resistance to change).
The second study objective was to demonstrate growth in coaching skills occurs with targeted
professional development and experience. Findings showed increased coaching skills and
effectiveness. Trainings were provided to coaches on topics such as participant recruitment and
retention, program fidelity and adaptation, sustainability strategies, and factors affecting lowresource populations (e.g., opportunity gaps and Adverse Childhood Experiences). The
knowledge gains, articulated during coaching contacts, were intended to drive organizational
shifts for assigned grantees. Equipping coaches to share research and resources promotes
awareness among grantees of new evidence-informed strategies for implementation, evaluation,
and sustainability.
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Another implication is that training opportunities must be identified and coordinated with a focus
on emerging research. Coaches must be engaged in identifying their own learning needs based
on their field experiences. In addition, coaches’ knowledge uptake can be augmented through
contextual discussions across coaching team members. Findings also speak to the importance of
onboarding new coaches and the potential value in mentoring by more experienced coaches.
Further research could explore the core components necessary for training coaches to work
effectively with programs in community-based settings (e.g., understanding logic models and
familiarity with strategies for communicating outcomes).
The third study objective was to assess the impact of site visits on coaching relationships.
Although much of the Center’s coaching is delivered via phone or online platforms, the coaching
model intentionally integrates at least two site visits into the multi-year coaching plan. This
deliberate in-person interaction has resulted in an overall strengthening of the coach-grantee
relationships and is the mechanism through which a collaborative goal orientation is fully
actualized. Survey data indicated 96.8% of respondents agreed their site visit strengthened their
coaching relationship. This aligns with both coaching and educational research related to
distance and blended methodology. In a study by McLaughlin (2013), coaching through distance
methods was described as creating a flexible, powerful, and effective dynamic for development.
However, building a connection and responding to visual cues presents potential incongruity
through distance methods alone. In addition, more poignant conclusions have been found when
comparing educational outcomes through purely distance (online) offerings compared to blended
learning. In a recent study (McCutcheon et al., 2018), the use of a face-to-face intervention
resulted in significant improvements in motivation, attitudes, satisfaction, and subject-specific
knowledge.
Thus, dedicated travel monies from technical assistance funders are warranted for face-to-face
interactions. For coaches, these findings suggest strategic planning is needed to maximize onsite teaching and skill practice. The findings also support the concept that live interactions build
rapport. Site visits may afford opportunities to facilitate relationships with and among not only
project teams, but also community stakeholders and local funders. Further research could
explore how site visits lead to greater relationship quality. For example, how do site visits
increase connection, reduce intimidation, and promote recognition of a coach as a team player
instead of as a monitor? How can a coach effectively use program observation to celebrate
efforts, validate program quality, and provide useful objective feedback for improvements?
The last study objective assessed goal orientation as a reflection of the evolution of the coaching
processes. The shift towards a greater goal orientation and proactively providing resources has
endeavored to increase participant reach and impact, and position grantees for sustainability.
Findings indicate coaches are recognized as more collaborative and valuable to project success
when they help brainstorm options, spark new perspectives, encourage innovation, and provide
guidance on using effective implementation strategies. A higher percentage of respondents
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reported their coaches engaged in the reform style of coaching in 2017 (71.8%) compared to
2016 (36%). This style promotes innovation and adoption of new directions, such as researched
practices and a targeted focus on outcomes.
Therefore, coaching effectiveness is dependent upon coach training and the creation and
utilization of new resources that prompt enlightening conversations between a coach and the
project team members that he/she is supporting. A challenge lies in the staffing needed for this,
as well as coaches’ commitment to sharing provided resources. Our process includes a coaching
coordinator and support staff who provide coach professional development on a monthly basis
and prepare resources for the coaching team and CYFAR grantees (i.e., handouts on
implementation topics and a monthly newsletter). The training and resources prompt new
perspectives and help to maintain a commitment to emerging research and evidence-informed
practice. However, it takes dedicated time to research and develop the materials, and the value
of these resources is only realized if they are used as intended by the coaches. A future direction
for coaching may involve coupling the use of more online implementation resources, which can
be easier to administer and monitor, with strategic coaching conversations. For example, grantee
usage of videos or learning modules (e.g., participant recruitment strategies, fund development
approaches) can be tracked in a learning management system. This would allow for consistency
in educational content and tracking of dosage.
Summary
In 2017, a total of 43 CYFAR grant contacts completed a survey about their coaching
interactions. The survey data, combined with formative evaluations, were analyzed to study four
hypotheses related to the strength of coaching relationships over time, growth in coaching skills
due to experience and professional development, the effect of on-site visits, and the influence of
outcomes-driven coaching interactions on effectiveness and the perceived value of coaching.
Overall, survey respondents rated their coaches highly on coaching skills, coaching mindset,
coaching framework, and coaching effectiveness scales. The data demonstrate coaching
relationships and coaching effectiveness evolve over time. The initial phase must focus on
establishing a rapport and a level of trust to set a foundation for reciprocal interaction and
collaborative goal setting and barrier reduction. Consistency and face-to-face interactions
strengthen the relationship. Later phases of relationship development are more effective when
coaches 1) clearly define the coaching purpose, 2) work in concert with grantees to mutually
agree upon and track project goals and participant reach targets, 3) offer proactive training and
resources, and 4) consistently identify and address implementation needs with tailored support.
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Formative Research to Inform the Development of a Healthy Eating
Social Marketing Campaign in Mississippi
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Mississippi leads the nation in child obesity, chronic diseases, poverty, and food
insecurity. Stemming the long-term consequences of high obesity rates will
require a cultural attitude and behavioral shift towards healthy eating. This study
explored the perceptions, beliefs, practices, and self-efficacy towards healthy
eating among limited resource Mississippi parents to inform a SNAP-Ed social
marketing campaign. A statewide telephone survey was conducted with incomeeligible or current SNAP recipients who provided or prepared food for children in
their household. Likert-type scale questions measured intrapersonal factors, selfefficacy, and practices regarding healthy eating, such as shopping and meal
planning. A total of 206 surveys were analyzed. Seventy-nine percent (n=163) of
participants were currently receiving SNAP benefits. Healthy eating was
perceived as balanced meals and fruits and vegetables. Though 60% agreed that
cost was a barrier to eating more fruits and vegetables, 90% of participants had
positive attitudes and beliefs towards healthy eating. In summary, Mississippi
parents with limited resources were interested in providing healthy balanced
meals but faced cost as the major barrier. A social marketing message with this
population can be effective in emphasizing affordable healthy meals.
Keywords: healthy eating, low income, limited resource, children, SNAP,
families, Mississippi, social marketing
Introduction
The U.S. prevalence of obesity for children is an alarming 17% (Ogden et al., 2015), making it
one of the primary public health burdens in the U.S. A growing number of children experience
chronic health problems such as type II diabetes, hypertension, and other adult-onset adverse
health outcomes during childhood. Moreover, childhood obesity may be associated with an
increased likelihood of adult obesity (Freedman et al., 2007; Kaur et al., 2015; Singh et al.,
2008).
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Social inequalities such as socioeconomic status (Singh et al., 2010) and food insecurity (Kaur et
al., 2015) may explain disproportionate obesity rates among minority adults and children.
Mississippi has one of the highest rates of childhood obesity (Robert Wood Johnson Foundation,
2017, 2018) compounded by high rates of poverty and food insecurity. About 20% of
Mississippi residents live below the federal poverty rate, while in many counties, the poverty rate
is estimated as high as 35%. Poverty rates for children in Mississippi are estimated to be as high
as 28% (U.S. Department of Agriculture-Economic Research Service, 2017). About 20% of
Mississippi households are estimated to be food insecure, and 7.3% are deemed to have very low
food security; these rates are significantly higher than the national averages of food insecurity
(12.7% and 5.0% respectively) (Coleman-Jensen et al., 2016).
To reduce the risk of obesity and chronic diseases, the U.S. Dietary Guidelines for Americans
recommended a balanced diet along with physical activity for a healthy lifestyle (U.S.
Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015). Healthy
eating was defined by the U.S. Dietary Guidelines, as “healthy dietary patterns over a lifetime,
emphasizing vegetables and fruits, planning fresh meals cooked at home, and offering variety”
(U.S. Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015).
National data and literature suggest that while most Americans are not meeting these
recommendations for healthy eating (Andreyeva et al., 2015), taste and convenience have been
cited as priorities over nutrition or health for many decades (Glanz et al., 1998). Those who have
limited resources and are food insecure are particularly vulnerable to lower dietary quality
(Andreyeva et al., 2015; Krebs-Smith et al., 2010) and may suffer from both obesity and hunger.
The literature discusses that the reasons why food insecure populations are both hungry and
obese are multifactorial; these factors may include the availability of fresh foods, accessibility,
and cost (Drewnowski, 2004; Laraia et al., 2017; Robinson, 2008). These factors, in turn,
influence personal perceptions and confidence that healthy eating is possible on a budget
(Dammann & Smith, 2009). Preventing the further growth of childhood obesity, in the context
of poverty and food insecurity, will require a major cultural attitude and behavioral shift towards
healthy eating.
The Supplemental Nutrition Assistance Program (SNAP) is the largest of the U.S. Department of
Agriculture’s (USDA) nutrition assistance programs and aims to provide relief from food
insecurity and improve the nutritional status of low-income individuals (USDA, 2017). SNAPEd is a federally funded grant program that provides nutrition education and obesity prevention
to persons eligible for the program. The purpose of the SNAP-Ed Program is to assist eligible
families in making food choices consistent with the U.S. Dietary Guidelines definitions of
healthy eating (USDA, 2017). For example, SNAP-Ed encourages individuals who are making
food choices for their families to learn about nutrition and plan meals on a budget. Among many
nutrition education strategies, SNAP-Ed supports social marketing as an effective method to
guide SNAP recipients to healthy eating on a budget (USDA, 2017). Social marketing is a type
of nutrition education intervention that can reach a large population (Thomson & Ravia, 2011).

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

59

Healthy Eating Social Marketing Campaign

53

Using social marketing, SNAP-Ed could shift the current food environment to a culture of
healthy eating.
Social Marketing and Formative Research
Social marketing is the concept of changing behavior on a population level by marketing a
socially desirable change. “Social marketing is the application of commercial marketing
technologies to the analysis, planning, execution, and evaluation of programs designed to
influence the voluntary behavior of target audiences to improve their personal welfare and that of
their society.” (Andreasen, 1995, p. 7). Social marketing is implemented as a type of nutrition
education and promotion campaign, but its goal is more than just communicating facts. The goal
of social marketing is to change behavior for a greater social good (Andreasen, 1994, 1995).
Social marketing is deemed successful when large populations voluntarily change behavior to a
new behavior that will be beneficial to them (Andreasen, 1995). Behavior change includes
strengthening a desired behavior and/or eliminating an undesirable behavior. It is the behavior
change bottom line that makes social marketing resemble commercial marketing in comparison
to most health promotion methods.
To better capture the effectiveness of a social marketing campaign on behavior change,
formative research should be conducted prior to the campaign. The critical point of formative
research for social marketing is to determine the customer orientation, which includes (a)
narrowing the target consumer, (b) what are their perceptions, attitudes, and intrapersonal
factors, and (c) barriers and challenges to making behavior change. Most importantly, formative
research can surmise if the target consumer is ready to change behavior (Andreasen, 1994,
1995). For example, if a large proportion of the target audience has no knowledge about healthy
eating or has rejected healthy eating, then social marketing is not appropriate. In that case, large
segments of the audience will need basic education to be informed of the topic and start the
process of changing attitudes. On the other hand, if the target audience is knowledgeable and has
some positive attitudes, the implication would be that the social marketing campaign could be
successful in changing behavior (Andreasen, 1994).
The understanding of customer orientation is then used to develop the marketing mix (the
product, price, place, and promotion). After thoroughly understanding the target customer and
barriers, marketing methods can be applied to refine a message that offers an exchange, or
alternate behavior (Cairns & Stead, 2009). In this case, a message would support healthy eating
and address barriers.
Literature Review
Researchers have recognized the low diet quality and high rates of obesity among children and
adults in Mississippi. Most of the literature from Mississippi which documents community
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perceptions of health problems were primarily focused regionally on the Delta region (Gray et
al., 2016; Huye et al., 2014; Johnson et al., 2008; McCabe-Sellers et al., 2007; Ndirangu et al.,
2007; Smith et al., 1999; Tucker et al., 2005; Yadrick et al., 2001). Among the literature that
discusses intervention planning, one study described focus groups to be used in the planning of a
nutrition intervention (Huye et al., 2014). One statewide study explored the acceptance of
changing school environments to provide healthful beverages in vending machines (Brown &
Tammineni, 2009), while another statewide survey asked teachers their perspective on
implementing nutrition competencies in their lesson plans (Lambert et al., 2010). While these
studies demonstrated the need for and feasibility of health and nutrition intervention, there have
not been any statewide studies that documented the perceptions and intrapersonal factors of
healthy eating among limited resource parents. This current study will fill a gap and provide
formative research for a statewide social marketing campaign.
Purpose
This study investigated perceptions and intrapersonal factors influencing healthy eating in
Mississippi to inform SNAP-Ed’s social marketing strategy. The focus of the study was adults
who provided food in households with children, essentially parents and caretakers of children.
Methods
Study Design and Data Collection
This descriptive study was conducted by administering a statewide telephone survey in 2014
with persons aged 18 and older who provided or prepared food in their household. The survey
protocol was developed jointly by the staff from the Office of Nutrition Education, SNAP-ED
program, and a contracting survey research group. Both cellular and landline telephone numbers
were obtained from public lists and randomly dialed with computer-assisted techniques. Each
telephone number was dialed a maximum of eight times. Completed interviews lasted no more
than 12 minutes and were conducted by trained staff from the contracting group.
Eligibility
Participants were required to be aged 18 or older and provide or prepare food in their household.
Participants were included in this survey based on their eligibility for SNAP. They were asked
two screening questions: (a) if they were currently receiving SNAP benefits and (b) household
size and monthly income. Those who met the criteria for SNAP benefits were asked to complete
the survey. Survey participants were also required to speak English.
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Survey
The development of the survey question items was guided by both the theory of planned
behavior (Ajzen, 1991) and the social cognitive theory (Bandura, 2001). The questions were
adapted from literature which had applied these behavioral theories (Armitage & Conner, 1999).
Healthy eating was defined by the U.S. Dietary Guidelines as “healthy dietary patterns over a life
time, emphasizing vegetables and fruits, planning fresh meals cooked at home, and offering
variety” (U.S. Department of Health and Human Services & U.S. Department of Agriculture,
2015). Individual and intrapersonal factors were conceptualized as values, attitudes, beliefs,
barriers, and practices/behaviors regarding healthy eating. Survey items were developed to
measure healthy eating in terms of fruits and vegetables, their availability, accessibility, ability to
cook, providing tasty food, and convenience. The survey measured shopping practices that can
make food more affordable. Response choices were Likert-type scales. A personal perception of
‘healthy eating’ was collected through an open-ended question, “What does healthy eating mean
to you?”
Value/importance was measured in the following nine items. They were towards spending less
money, providing healthy food, providing tasty food, providing a meal that is easy to prepare,
providing a meal quickly, knowing how to cook, knowing how to plan meals and grocery shop,
and offering variety or excitement. These value items towards healthy eating were measured on
a 4-point Likert-type scale from not at all important to very important.
Beliefs about healthy eating were measured in four items. Statements included, “I think of
myself as a healthy eater,” “I think of myself as someone who is concerned with healthy eating,”
“I think cooking meals at home is important for my health,” and “I think of myself as a good
cook.” These belief items were measured from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
Attitudes towards healthy eating were measured in four items. Statements included, “Eating
healthy makes me feel good about myself,” “Eating fruits and vegetables helps to maintain a
healthy weight,” “Eating fruits and vegetables can improve my health,” “Eating healthy means
eating boring food,” and “Fruits and vegetables are not very tasty.” These items were measured
on a 4-point Likert-type scale of agreement from strongly disagree to strongly agree.
Barriers to healthy eating were defined as accessibility of fruits and vegetables, cost, finding time
to cook, knowing how to cook, and perceptions of the family towards home-cooked meals.
These five items were measured on a 4-point Likert-type scale of agreement from strongly
disagree to strongly agree.
Practices/behaviors were measured with six items that included planning meals ahead of time,
comparing prices before you shop, shopping with a grocery list, cooking foods without adding
salt, using the nutrition facts label to make food choices, and shopping at the local farmer’s
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market. Each item was measured on a 5-point frequency scale from never, rarely, sometimes,
usually, and almost always.
Self-efficacy was measured by the participant’s report of confidence on a 4-point Likert-type
scale from not at all confident to very confident. Items included confidence to prepare mostly
home-cooked meals, eat enough fruits and vegetables, plan meals ahead of time, shop with a
grocery list based on planned meals, learn more about healthy foods, eat more healthy foods.
Analysis
Descriptive statistics were used to summarize demographic characteristics, values/importance,
attitudes, beliefs, barriers, and behaviors/practices. Univariate frequencies were conducted in
IBM SPSS 25. Responses to the open-ended question were classified into themes. Within each
theme, phrases were then categorized based on commonality of phrases.
Results
A total of 411 surveys were completed. In addition, 122 eligible participants listened to the
introduction, partially completed the survey, then refused; thus resulting in a 77.1% cooperation
rate. For this current study, only those who reported children living in the house were selected
for further analysis (n = 206).
Seventy-nine percent (n = 163) of households with children were currently receiving SNAP
benefits at the time of the survey. Most survey participants were female (82.5%, n = 170),
African American (68.9%, n = 142), and under the age of 44 (74.7%, n = 154). Most of the
survey respondents reported being either single, separated, divorced, or widowed (66.1%, n =
136). The demographic profile of the study participants and the characteristics of their
households are presented in Table 1.
Table 1. Demographic Characteristics of Respondents
and their Households (N = 206)
Characteristics
Gender
Female
Male
Ethnicity
Non-Hispanic
Hispanic
Refused
Race
African American
White
Other
Refused
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n (%)
170 (82.5)
36 (17.5)
197(95.6)
6 (2.9)
3 (1.5)
142 (68.9)
52 (25.2)
10 (5)
2 (1.0)
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Characteristics
Age
18-24
25-34
35-44
45-54
55+
Marital Status
Married
Unmarried couple
Single
Divorced
Widowed
Separated
Refused
Education
Grades 1-8
Grades 9-11
Grade 12 or GED
Some college
College graduate (4+ yrs)
Some graduate studies
Masters, Doctorate, Other
Refused
Employment
Employed for Wages
Self-employed
Out of Work (gt 1 year)
Out of Work (lt 1 year)
Homemaker
A Student
Retired
Unable to Work
Choose not to Work
Refused
Household Demographics
Number of People in Household
2 people
3 people
4 people
5 people
6 people
7 or more
Number of Children Under 18
1
2
3
4
5
SNAP benefits
Yes
No
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n (%)
26 (12.6)
74 (35.9)
54 (26.2)
23 (11.2)
29 (14.1)
57 (27.7)
12 (5.8)
89 (43.2)
23 (11.2)
10 (4.9)
14 (6.8)
1 (0.5)
3 (1.5)
38 (18.4)
81 (39.3)
47 (22.8)
16 (7.8)
2 (1.0)
2 (1.0)
1 (0.5)
91 (44.2)
9 (4.4)
13 (6.3)
13 (6.3)
31 (15.0)
13 (6.3)
9 (4.4)
23 (11.2)
2 (1.0)
2 (1.0)

n (%)
16 (7.8)
57 (27.7)
61 (29.6)
39 (18.9)
20 (9.7)
13(6.3)
72 (35.0)
76 (36.9)
38 (18.4)
13 (6.3)
7 (3.4)
163 (79.1)
43 (20.9)
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Table 2 shows the responses to the statements about values regarding healthy eating and
preparing home-cooked meals. Most participants (> 80.1%) stated that knowing how to cook
and providing healthy meals was very important. Knowing how to plan meals and spending less
money was very important for many participants (> 70%). Providing a meal quickly or one that
is easy to prepare were reported to be very important by less than 40% of the study population.
Table 2. What is Important When Preparing Home Cooked Meals (N = 206)
Very
Important
n (%)

Somewhat
Important
n (%)

Slightly
Important
n (%)

Not at all
Important
n (%)

Not sure
n (%)

Knowing how to cook

173 (84.0)

26 (12.6)

3 (1.5)

3 (1.5)

1 (.5)

Providing healthy food

165 (80.1)

40 (19.4)

0 (0.0)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

Knowing how to plan
meals and grocery shop

162 (78.6)

38 (18.4)

5 (2.4)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

Spending less money

150 (72.8)

32 (15.5)

13 (6.3)

10 (4.9)

1 (.5)

Providing tasty food

130 (63.1)

63 (31.1)

8 (3.9)

3 (1.5)

1 (.5)

Getting the whole
family involved

122 (59.2)

43 (20.9)

18 (8.7)

22 (10.7)

1 (.5)

Offering variety or
excitement

116 (56.3)

57 (27.7)

24 (11.7)

7 (3.4)

2 (1.0)

Providing a meal that is
easy to prepare

80 (38.8)

71 (31.5)

37 (18.0)

16 (7.8)

2 (1.0)

Providing a meal
quickly

61 (29.6)

72 (35.0)

45 (21.8)

28 (13.6)

0 (0.0)

Statement

Table 3 shows the responses to the statements about attitudes and beliefs towards eating healthy.
Overall, most participants strongly agreed or agreed on these statements. Participants strongly
agreed or agreed that eating healthy makes them feel good about themselves. Participants
strongly agreed or agreed that vegetables and fruits help to maintain a healthy weight and can
improve health. Almost all participants agreed or strongly agreed that cooking meals at home
was important for health; almost all participants agreed or strongly agreed that they were good
cooks. About 94% agreed or strongly agreed that they were concerned with healthy eating;
however, most of these were not in strong agreement. About 27% of participants agreed or
strongly agreed that eating healthy meant eating boring food, while about 16% strongly agreed or
agreed that fruits and vegetables were not very tasty.
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Table 3. Attitudes and Beliefs Towards Eating Healthy (N = 206)
Strongly
Agree
n (%)

Agree
n (%)

Disagree
n (%)

Strongly
Disagree
n (%)

Not Sure
n (%)

Refuse
n (%)

Eating healthy makes
me feel good about
myself

120 (58.3)

85 (41.3)

0 (0.0)

0 (0.0)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

Eating fruits and
vegetables helps to
maintain a healthy
weight

116 (56.3)

86 (41.7)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

3 (1.5)

0 (0.0)

Eating more fruits and
vegetables can improve
my health

111 (53.9)

87 (42.2)

5 (2.4)

0 (0.0)

3 (1.5)

0 (0.0)

I think cooking meals at
home is important for
my health

101 (49.0)

103 (50.0)

2 (1.0)

0 (0.0)

0 (0.0)

0 (0.0)

I think of myself as a
good cook

101 (49.0)

95 (46.1)

8 (3.9)

0 (0.0)

2 (1.0)

0 (0.0)

I think of myself as
someone who is
concerned with healthy
eating

69 (33.5)

126 (61.2)

9(4.4)

0(0.0)

1 (.5)

1 (.5)

Eating healthy means
eating boring food

9 (4.4)

48 (23.3)

113 (54.9)

32 (15.5)

3 (1.5)

1 (.5)

Fruits and vegetables
are not very tasty

3 (1.5)

32 (15.5)

125 (60.7)

44 (21.4)

2 (1.0)

0 (0.0)

Statement

Table 4 shows the responses to barriers to healthy eating. Most participants (>90%) strongly
agreed or agreed with the statements that their family likes the foods cooked and that the
participant knows how to cook many different vegetables. There was a little more variation in
responses to the statements about cost, availability, and time. About 35% agreed or strongly
agreed that there was a lack of quality fruits and vegetables, almost 60% agreed or strongly
agreed that it is expensive to eat healthily, and about 18% agreed or strongly agreed that time
was an issue in preparing home-cooked meals.
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Table 4. Barriers to Healthy Eating (N = 206)
Strongly
Agree
n (%)

Agree
n (%)

Disagree
n (%)

Strongly
Disagree
n (%)

Not Sure
n (%)

Refuse
n (%)

My family likes
the foods I cook

92 (44.7)

107 (51.9)

6 (2.9)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

0 (0.0)

I know how to
cook many
different
vegetables

72 (35.0)

116 (56.3)

83 (17)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

0 (0.0)

It is expensive to
eat healthy

46 (22.3)

75 (36.4)

67 (32.5)

17 (8.3)

1 (.5)

0 (0.0)

It is hard to find
quality fruits and
vegetables in my
community

25 (12.1)

48 (23.3)

111 (53.9)

20 (9.7)

2 (1.0)

0 (0.0)

It is hard to find
the time to
prepare healthy,
home-cooked
meals

12 (5.8)

58 (12.2)

97 (47.1)

37 (18.0)

2 (1.0)

0 (0.0)

Statement

Table 5 compares planning, shopping, and food choice behaviors. In general, the population
practiced price strategies most often. More than half usually or almost always planned meals,
and about half used a grocery list. Using the nutrition facts label is practiced by about 33% of
the participants. About 30% report to usually or almost always cook foods with less sodium.
Table 5. Frequency of Shopping and Meal Planning Practices/Behaviors (N = 206)
Almost
Always
n (%)

Usually
n (%)

Sometimes
n (%)

Rarely
n (%)

Never
n (%)

Not Sure
n (%)

Compare prices

104 (50.5)

33 (16.0)

44 (21.4)

13 (6.3)

12 (5.8)

0 (0.0)

Shop with a
grocery list

74 (35.9)

26 (12.6)

60 (29.1)

15 (7.3)

13 (15.0)

0 (0.0)

Plan meals ahead

65 (31.6)

44 (21.4)

62 (30.1)

19 (9.2)

16 (7.8)

0 (0.0)

Cook foods
without salt

39 (18.9)

25 (12.1)

66 (32.0)

30 (14.6)

46 (22.3)

0 (0.0)

Use nutrition facts

37 (18.0)

32 (15.5)

55 (26.7)

29 (14.1)

53 (25.7)

0 (0.0)

Shop at local
farmer’s markets

15 (7.3)

20 (9.7)

60 (29.1)

20 (9.7)

88 (42.7)

3 (1.5)

How often do
you…
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Table 6 shows the responses to statements regarding self-efficacy. Overall, almost the whole
sample (>79%) rated themselves very confident and confident in their ability to practice healthy
eating strategies while on a budget. Over 65% stated they were very confident they could
prepare mostly home-cooked meals.
Table 6. Self-Efficacy for Healthy Eating Practices (N = 206)
Very
Confident
n (%)

Confident
n (%)

A Little
Confident
n (%)

Not at all
Confident
n (%)

Refused
n (%)

Prepare mostly home
cooked meals

134 (65.0)

67 (32.5)

4 (1.9)

0 (0.0)

1 (0.5)

Eat more healthy

99 (48.1)

89 (43.2)

17 (8.3)

1 (0.5)

0 (0.0)

Learn more about what
healthy foods are

89 (43.2)

96 (46.6)

15 (7.3)

6 (2.9)

0 (0.0)

Shop with grocery list
based on meals that you
plan

87 (42.2)

81 (39.3)

15 (7.3)

23 (11.2)

0 (0.0)

Eat enough F&V

85 (41.3)

96 (46.6.)

15 (7.3)

10 (4.9)

0 (0.0)

Plan meals

83 (40.3)

81 (39.3)

27 (13.1)

15 (7.3)

0 (0.0)

How confident are
you that you can…

Open-ended Question
When asked “what does healthy eating mean to you,” participants offered short phrases of
information. The phrases seemed to be divided into two main themes: those that indicated a
view on what you can do to eat healthily, and those that indicated a message of what you need to
stop doing in order to be healthy. The most frequent phrases, overall, were related to “balanced
meals” and “vegetables and fruits;” both phrases would be in a view of what you can do or
action-oriented. Those who mentioned balanced meals provided details that each food group
should be in each meal; they said, “well rounded diet” and “food groups.” Phrases included with
the fruits and vegetables category were “salads,” “greens,” or “green vegetables.” Other phrases
that were related to action were “eating lean meats,” “drinking healthy drinks” (milk, water or
orange juice), and consuming “enough vitamins.” Participants also mentioned consistent meals
(not eating late, three meals/day), appropriate portion sizing, and cooking methods (baking,
boiling). Many participants indicated that healthy eating meant wellness; for example,
participants mentioned “feeling better,” “living longer,” “staying in shape,” and “better immune
system.” The phrases related to messages of “no” were “reducing sugar,” “no sweets,” “no junk
food or fast food,” and “limiting calories and sodium.”
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Discussion
Formative research for social marketing informs policy regarding decisions about how to
develop the marketing strategy by gaining an understanding of consumer orientation. In
addition, formative research helps inform decisions regarding the effectiveness of a social
marketing campaign and whether it was appropriate for the audience or if another type of
nutrition education would be warranted. The findings of this study, both knowledge and large
population support for healthy eating, suggest that a social marketing campaign in Mississippi
can be successful by emphasizing positive attitudes, addressing the barriers, and increasing selfefficacy (Andreasen, 1995). This descriptive study adds to the growing body of literature on
healthy eating and is the first to confirm a positive understanding in Mississippi. Despite living
in one of the most obese, poor, and food-insecure states in the U.S., African American women
and other caretakers of children, according to this study, had positive attitudes, beliefs, and
accurate perceptions of what healthy eating means. This study also supports other reports in the
literature that women and other caretakers of children with limited resources want to regularly
consume fruits and vegetables but find the lifestyle to be expensive (Acheampong & Haldeman,
2013; Dammann & Smith, 2009).
Formative research for social marketing should fully identify the barriers to making behavior
change. According to this study, the cost of fruits and vegetables was a pertinent barrier. Cost is
commonly cited in the literature as a barrier to healthy eating by parents, mostly women, and
grandparents taking care of children (Griffith et al., 2016; Higgins & Murray, 2010; Horning &
Fulkerson, 2015; Kicklighter et al., 2007). In a state that is as impoverished as Mississippi, cost
as a barrier may not be surprising. The literature suggests, however, that cost can mean more
than a financial burden. For example, Yeh et al. (2008) reported that African American mothers
with limited resources said fruits and vegetables did not have a shelf-life, and their children did
not eat them. Though mothers were willing to buy healthy foods, they did not find value in food
that was not used in its entirety when children did not eat it (Yeh et al., 2008). Further
development of a social marketing campaign would be enhanced with additional study in
Mississippi on the full meaning of cost and alternatives that can help motivate this population to
overcome the cost of healthy foods.
Time to prepare fresh home-cooked meals, ease of preparation, and taste (Antin & Hunt, 2012;
Fulkerson, 2018; Jabs et al., 2007; Robinson, 2008) have been cited repeatedly in the literature as
important factors which may limit healthy eating. These factors were important in this study as
well, although not as important as cost. A recently published national study by Aggarwal et al.
(2016) and another by Smith et al. (2013) suggested a new trend that limited resource mothers
were prioritizing health and nutrition over these factors as attitudes towards food may be
changing. This current study in Mississippi supported this changing trend, but still, these factors
should be considered carefully in developing the campaign.
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Positive beliefs and high self-efficacy do not always translate into practice. While a large
proportion of participants were concerned with healthy eating and believed they had the
confidence to eat healthier, about half reported to sometimes, rarely, or never use nutrition facts
labels or practice planning meals ahead (Table 5). Being able to read and interpret the nutrition
labels requires a minimal knowledge of nutrition. Planning meals may help with increasing the
variety and taste of home-cooked meals as well as save money (Haven et al., 2014; USDA,
2017). To provide more depth to the social marketing campaign, both nutrition labels and
planning meals should be part of the campaign. Additional study should be conducted to clarify
what further barriers prevent limited resource families from planning their meals.
Strengths, Limitations, and Future Directions
This is the only large population, statewide study in Mississippi that demonstrated how parents
and caretakers for children think about healthy eating. This is also the first study to document a
large population support for healthy eating, which may indicate a behavioral shift towards a new
norm for healthy eating.
As this was a telephone survey, some respondents may have provided responses that were
socially desirable (Di Noia et al., 2016). This study showed that preparing foods at home was
valued as part of healthy eating; however, the concept of home-prepared food may need more
definition and exploration. The authors also recognized that barriers such as cost needs to be
clarified beyond financial constraints.
A social marketing campaign on healthy eating could be effective in Mississippi. To build on
these findings and further develop the campaign, focus groups should be conducted to provide
more contextual data on barriers, especially cost, for healthy eating in Mississippi.
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Extension’s Response to the Change in Public Value:
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Cooperative Extension is a partnership of county, state, and federal governments
to fund the translation and community education of applied research from the
land-grant university system. Cooperative Extension’s funding since the 1980s
has experienced a few key trends such as federal budget stagnation as well as
state and county cyclic funding cycles based on the states’ economic health.
Accompanying the state-level budget cuts have been calls for Cooperative
Extension to reinvent and improve communication about what it does. As budget
stability has become a greater concern, ideas around value and return on
investment have become more integrated into the messaging about why
Cooperative Extension should be funded. These economic terms reflect the
integration of neoliberalism’s frame. In a larger qualitative research study about
how Cooperative Extension administrators recognize the need for change,
funding emerged as a fundamental influence of organization adaptation. The
public contract between citizen, legislature, and public-serving organizations has
changed to, “What is the return on investment?” To respond to the shifting
narrative, it was necessary to assess, measure, and communicate value.
However, administrators also recognized relationships mattered to how the
message was received by legislators and other funders.
Keywords: organization environment, public value, evaluation, neoliberalism,
public funding trends, adaptive leadership
Introduction
The narrative over the last 30 years has been that Cooperative Extension (Extension), the
outreach branch of the Land-grant University (LGU) system, needs to more effectively
communicate positive outcomes to stakeholders, particularly legislators, to increase public
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support (Conone, 1991; Cummings & Boleman, 2006; Fetsch & Bolen, 1989; Franz, 2013; Graf,
1993). Extension program implementers and administrators are expected to improve the
communication of Extension’s value to stakeholders (Franz, 2013), improve the measures of
impacts (Franz et al., 2014), and engage in organizational planning/strategizing, as expected of
public sector and not-for-profit organizations, so that Extension can compete in a modern
funding climate. Strategies to produce more evaluation results to support improved
communication about public value have focused on increasing evaluation efforts and the use of
impact statements (Kalambokidis, 2011). The narrative suggests that if Extension does a better
job of documenting and communicating the impact and relevance of Extension education
programs to funders, then more appropriate financial resources will follow (Cummings &
Boleman, 2006; Davis, 2012; Franz, 2013; Kalambokidis, 2011; Stup, 2003; Zotz, 2004). While
this narrative has been identified in the literature for decades, the Cooperative Extension system
continues to experience financial instability.
The above responses have been technical approaches to the philosophical shift that has been
experienced in the dominant culture, namely the adoption of a firmly neoliberal framework
(Thorsen, 2010). Technical responses are known answers to specific problems (Heifetz, 1994).
The nationwide Cooperative Extension system has been working to implement technical
responses to the adaptive challenge. This paper explores the understanding and recognition by
Cooperative Extension administrators of the challenges they face in funding Cooperative
Extension programming.
Review of the Literature
Neoliberalism is commonly referred to as an economic theory. Rather, it is a “cultural field”
comprised of values, ideologies, and practices. Neoliberalism is customarily “thought of as the
return and spread of one specific aspect of the liberal tradition, namely economic liberalism”
(Thorsen & Lie, 2006, p. 2). Economic liberalism is the belief that the economy should not be
disturbed with intervention by the state, and, as much as possible, it should be left up to
individuals participating in free and self-regulating markets (Castree, 2010). Economic
liberalism and neoliberalism should, in the view of Thorsen and Lie (2006), be held separate.
Neoliberalism is a modified or revived form of traditional liberalism based on the belief in free
market capitalism and the rights of the individual (Thorsen, 2010).
Giroux (2004) made the argument that neoliberalism’s cultural dimensions erode public
participation, which is the very nature of democratic life. Under neoliberal policies, the
symbolic, educational, and economic capital necessary for engaged citizenship is being undercut
(Giroux, 2004). Additionally, neoliberalism has an impact on the language of democracy,
education, and the media. These impacts affect democratic institutions (Giroux, 2004). For
example, the pressures of neoliberalism have eroded public support for public education. The
erosion began in higher-education, and now the use of choice is being used to erode the public
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willingness to fund secondary public-education (Buras & Apple, 2005). Where higher-education
and public secondary education were tools of democratization by generating access for all
citizens to be informed participants, pressures towards individual responsibility recreates
inequities, under the guise of market-force efficiency (Ambrosio, 2013; Klees, 2008).
Authors writing on Cooperative Extension have recognized the changing frame of public funding
(Franz, 2015; Ilvento, 1997; Kalambokidis, 2004, 2014; Lawrence & Mandal, 2016; McDowell,
2004; McGrath et al., 2007). Franz (2015) acknowledged that “in contemporary United States
culture, society demands proof of Extension and LGUs as valuable public goods” (p. 13).
Therefore, there have been diverse approaches to measuring and calculating public value.
Strategies for Measuring and Calculating Public Value
When a service is recognized as having significant public value, even citizens who do not
directly benefit from the service will endorse its public funding (Kalambokidis, 2004).
Kalambokidis (2004) introduced the use of public value statements to help communicate value to
stakeholders and policy decision-makers who may believe that public funding for Cooperative
Extension is only justified when the free market fails. The argument achieves a larger purpose
when taking evaluation and research results of individuals and connecting the results to larger
societal implications.
To build support for Cooperative Extension, the aforementioned strategies of “public value
stories and statements” (Chazdon & Paine, 2014; Franz, 2013) or “public good” (Franz, 2015)
are terms that have been used in place of the word “impact.” To measure indicators associated
with programmatic impacts, an emphasis has been placed on evaluation (Franz et al., 2014;
Franz & Archibald, 2018). Evaluation has also been emphasized for program improvement,
including knowledge transfer and adoption. Within the translation of program outcomes as
public values, there have been efforts to document and relay individual and public goods as
public values.
Economic impact has been explored by the LGU system to communicate return on investment
from innovation, outreach, and education (Joly et al., 2016). In short, economic impact studies
are reducing complex changes to dollars and cents, and placing a monetary value on social,
economic, and environmental values created by an intervention, program, policy, or
organization. It is harder to measure economic outcomes of human capital development than it is
to calculate technology innovation adoption (Travis et al., 2018), making calculating the
economic impact of the work of Cooperative Extension particularly challenging.
Cooperative Extension has also turned to the Social Return on Investment (SROI) model to
demonstrate its program impacts, which is the process for understanding, measuring, and
reporting the social, economic, and environmental values created by an intervention, program,
policy, or organization (Banke-Thomas et al., 2015; Scholten et al., 2006). SROI evaluation
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aligns with cost-effectiveness analysis, cost-utility analysis, or cost-benefit analysis because the
SROI framework is a holistic method supporting exploration of the connection between funding
and program outcomes. SROI is a tool to measure the social, economic, and environmental
value of the Cooperative Extension system to communicate its value to stakeholders.
Communicating Public Value
To build support for Cooperative Extension, scholars recommend the use of public value stories
and statements (Chazdon & Paine, 2014; Franz, 2013). Communication of value is important
because an increasing number of policy decision-makers believe that public funding for
Extension is only justified when the free market fails (Kalambokidis, 2004). When Extension
programs are recognized as having significant public value, even citizens who do not directly
benefit from the service may recognize the value of the effort to be supported by public funding
(Kalambokidis, 2004). Thus, efforts have been made to translate evaluation and research results
of individual programs and to connect the results to larger societal implications. Improved
communication of results has not resulted in documented financial stability for Extension.
Adaptive Leadership
Administrators make decisions daily about how to develop strategies that moderate the impacts
of environmental factor changes to the organization. How administrators approach organization
decisions results in programmatic shifts that have long-term impacts on the organization’s ability
to rebound and continue to thrive (Nadler & Tushman, 1977, 1980). Both the external and
internal look into the organization by administrators requires the use of administrator judgment,
analysis, and decision making. These processes are influenced by the organizational
environmental factors and the feedback that administrators receive.
Adaptive leadership, first defined by Heifetz (1994), is an approach to assist organizations and
individuals in dealing with consequential changes in uncertain times when no clear answers are
forthcoming. It is an approach predominantly concerned with how leaders can encourage people
to adapt to and face changes, problems, and challenges. According to Heifetz (1994), leaders
need to engage in activities that mobilize, motivate, organize, orient, and focus the attention of
others. “Adaptive leadership is specifically about change that enables the capacity to thrive”
(Heifetz et al., 2009, p. 14). Adaptive leadership has been explained as the behaviors of the
leader to encourage others to address changes that are central to their lives. Specific strategies
are described below.
Get on the Balcony. The leader removes themself from the fray of the process to gain
perspective on what work needs to happen to ensure forward motion toward challenge resolution
(Heifetz & Laurie, 1997). This shift in perspective may be about task orientation for an
individual or about large-scale efforts by the organization.
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Identify the Adaptive Challenge. The leader must analyze and diagnose the problems they
have identified and differentiate them as being technical or adaptive challenges (Heifetz, 1994).
Regulate Distress. Change is essential in addressing adaptive challenges, and that can cause
stress. Creating a holding environment is a strategy to help the leader receive feedback to assess
the stress level in followers. It is up to the leader in managing how fast change is implemented
to ensure distress does not become an adoption impediment (Heifetz, 1994).
Maintain Disciplined Attention. The leader helps followers to focus on the hard work that
needs to be accomplished, keeping people focused on the effort, rather than avoiding or
disengaging with the challenge (Heifetz, 1994).
Give the Work Back to the People. When the leader provides the right level of guidance and
structure to the work that needs to be done, people feel secure in what they are doing. If too
much is given, it disempowers people and reduces their confidence in decision making. Too
little guidance and a lack of support generate stress, and chaos ensues (Heifetz, 1994).
Protect Leadership Voices from Below. A leader needs to listen to all voices, including those
voices from the socially outcast and the dissenters. It can be challenging to do this, because
listening to nonconforming voices may disturb the social equilibrium (Heifetz, 1994; Northouse,
2016). These strategies for adaptive leadership provide valuable insight into how Cooperative
Extension can approach the challenges associated with demands for evidence of public value.
Methods
The changing nature of public value was discovered as an emergent theme in a larger descriptive
qualitative study on Cooperative Extension and 4-H’s organizational environmental factors
(Elliott-Engel, 2018). We asked what environmental factors Cooperative Extension
administrators perceived as challenges for their organization and the 4-H program. We share
state Extension directors’ and 4-H program leaders’ perspectives on the changing public value
contract.
Participants
Twenty Cooperative Extension administrators [state Extension directors (n = 7) and state 4-H
program leaders (n = 13)] volunteered to be interviewed as part of this IRB-approved study. All
state 4-H program leaders and Extension directors were recruited through an e-mail and followup phone call to ensure a distributed representation. Participants represent 15 states and all four
administrative regions of the Association of Public and Land-grant Universities (APLU). The
study population is small and has a public profile; therefore, some data have been disconnected
to provide anonymity. The regions and administrator role by region are relayed in Table 1.
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Pseudonyms were attributed to participants but have not been presented here to help protect the
anonymity of the study participants who are a part of this high-profile and small population.
Table 1. Study Participants by APLU Region and Administrative Role
APLU Region
Administrative Role

Number

North Central

State Extension Directors
State 4-H Program Leaders

2
3

Northeast

State Extension Directors
State 4-H Program Leaders

0
4

Southern

State Extension Directors
State 4-H Program Leaders

3
3

Western

State Extension Directors
State 4-H Program Leaders

2
3

Totals

State Extension Directors
State 4-H Program Leaders

7
13

Participant demographic information for the sample is provided in Table 2. Gender, age, race
and ethnicity, years in the organization, and the role in the organization were collected.
Table 2. Participating Extension Administrator Demographic Information
State Extension
Director
5
2

State 4-H Program
Leader
6
7

Category
Gender

Options*
Male
Female

Total
11
9

Age

18-29
30-49
50-64
65+

0
0
5
2

0
5
7
1

0
5
12
3

Race/Ethnicity

White & Non-Hispanic
Black

7
0

12
1

19
1

Years of Extension
Employment

0-10
11-20
21-30
31+

1
2
2
2

2
7
3
2

3
9
5
4

Highest Degree
Level Earned

Bachelors
Masters
Doctorate

0
0
7

0
1
12

0
1
19

University Title
Level#

Director
2
11
13
Department Head
0
1
1
Dean
4
1
5
Chancellor
1
0
1
Note: *The demographics survey was all open-ended; the options relayed in this table represent the data
after they were qualitatively coded into discrete categories. # Demographic survey results were coded
into these respective categories. Assistant, associate, or vice prefixes were all coded into the broad
categories of the role’s title.
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Data Collection
Participants completed a Strengths, Weaknesses, Opportunities, and Threat (SWOT) analysis for
both Cooperative Extension and the 4-H programs in their state. A SWOT analysis is a
management assessment tool (Pickton & Wright, 1998). Participants were asked to complete the
analysis as a mental exercise before the interview and then as a tool to reflect on what they
identified. Data were collected through video-based interviews and ranged from 44 to 114
minutes long.
Data Analysis
Data were prepared and analyzed by transcribing audio recordings verbatim. During data
collection and analysis, memoing occurred (Charmaz, 2014). Open-coding with Atlas.ti was
conducted, and then themes were developed. Member checking was conducted to support
transparency (Creswell & Poth, 2017). Transcripts were shared with the participants to ensure
that they agreed with the meaning conveyed in the original transcripts. Initial themes were also
provided back to the participants to seek feedback on the analysis. Triangulation was supported
by using two separate populations (e.g., State 4-H program leaders and State Extension
Directors) to give perspective on the same phenomena (Corbin & Strauss, 2008). Open codes
were separated between the two populations and compared; there were no thematic differences
between the two populations, even though they had different roles and perspectives on the
organization.
Reflexivity
The researcher is the human instrument; therefore, researchers are encouraged to be self-critical
of their analytical process (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). We all have a life-long relationship with
Cooperative Extension and the 4-H program. To account for the biases and influencing
experiences, both the internal and external dialogue (Tobin & Begley, 2004), reflection occurred
throughout the data analysis process. We used analytical memos and notes in the research
journal to help expose our thinking and personal experiences to enhance reflexivity.
Results
Money is the primary enabling resource for the system. Nancy shared,
People realize that research costs money; you have to have labs and [you] need to have
students, and you know it costs money. People just think that Extension just happens,
that people just go out there and do [it]. [University] administrators don’t quite know
how to fund it, because they can’t see how you do that. They just think a person goes out
and does an educational event.
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Participants identified a reduction of financial support as the most significant crisis for the
Cooperative Extension system. The reduction in financial resources to the system was the
number one factor identified as a crisis, was the open code with the greatest number of data
associated with it. Additionally, a reduction of resources was identified as inevitable and
cyclical. Carolyn, a Cooperative Extension director from a state that is currently in a strong
financial position, stated, “I’m sure that if I stay in this job long enough, I’ll be in a position of
[dealing with] a negative budget situation.” This statement was made in recognition of the ebb
and flow of finances as well as a deep appreciation for her organization’s current level of
resources.
William put it succinctly when discussing how decisions were made about how dollars were
spent. He said, “We only have so many dollars.” Administrators relayed their concerns about
reduced dollars in the system because this reduction directly affected the services and
programming provided by Cooperative Extension. Reductions challenged the delivery of already
existing programs, and further reductions of financial support would have prevented
administrators from being able to actively engage their organization in new programming.
Practically speaking, downward pressure on funding has and continues to reduce the number of
people to do the work. Cooperative Extension is based on people delivering direct education.
Thus, the reduction in people (because of the budget funding) limits the ability to continue to
deliver this local programming. Recognition of financial reduction as a crisis was relayed at the
federal, state, and county levels and was influenced by different trends, impacts, and responses.
Federal Level of Support
Federal contributions to the budget came from legislatively granted and competitively awarded
funding streams. The Smith-Lever Act Capacity Grant, which in the administrators’ vernacular
was often referred to as “capacity funding,” was legislatively granted. As examples of federal
competitively-awarded funding, administrators mentioned the Children, Youth, and Families at
Risk (CYFAR) Sustainable Community Projects, and the Tribal Extension Grant Program.
Administrators identified capacity federal funding as the foundation for the funding partnership.
Of the federal dollars available, Smith-Lever funding was considered to be most valuable. As
Joseph stated,
I think the ultimate crisis for Extension in this country, not just here [in this state], will be
the moment when the federal funds, if there was decision at that level, [are] not invested
in Extension with Smith-Lever. I think if that were to ever happen, that would be a
critical moment.
It would be a critical moment because Smith-Lever funds, even at flat funding levels (which
translates to shrinking levels due to inflation), provided flexible base support that allowed for
matching funding from the state, county, and grants.
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Administrators relayed that Smith-Lever funds had been at flat funding levels. The consensus of
administrators supported what Sam mused, “I don’t see any huge influx of new dollars.” Due to
the essential nature of this funding source, William emphatically stated, “We need to be focused
on developing capacity funding; that’s the message everyone should be having.” While
administrators did not see the possibility of positive upward movement in Smith-Lever funds, it
was the area they most wished would increase.
While the flat level of capacity funding was front and center for administrators, other trends
stood out. Numerous administrators talked about the expanded opportunities to find federal
funding partners across the government. There was mixed feedback about the availability of
competitive grant dollars. Several talked about the “vast” opportunities for federal grant
funding, and others lamented the shrinking availability of competitive dollars. This disparity
was related to how they perceived their potential grant pool; for example, those who thought
more broadly of federal partners saw the opportunities as wide open, while those who were
looking for historic grants within USDA-NIFA saw shrinking possibilities.
State Level of Support
It will come as no surprise that administrators’ perspective on their respective state was based on
the unique state’s economy, politics, and culture. For example, Sam relayed the context of his
state by saying,
Basically, we’re an oil and gas state and the oil prices . . . are starting to climb back up,
[but] nobody has that magic ball and [can] look at what’s going to be in the next five to
six years. But most of the indicators [are] looking like we’ve been through the worst of
the recession for [our state]; it’ll probably be steadier, slightly increased over the next
number of years, based on the oil and gas revenue for the state.
In addition to the societal aspects of the state, every state’s model of funding is unique, as Callie
said, Extension “[is] a hundred variations on a theme.” Each state’s funding expectations
between state and county legislators are unique. At the state level, relationships of
administrators to their state legislature are recognized as being incredibly important because of
the significant financial contributions of the legislature. Nancy stated, “We engage [with] our
legislature a lot because 42% of our funding comes from the legislature, [it’s] the way we fund
our program.” Sam said, “The state legislature certainly has influence. Eighty percent of our
budget comes from the [state legislature] in the [state], so [if] they have concerns or certain
needs, that is something that we need to take very seriously.” The fear of losing financial
support from the state was ever present. As noted by Sam, the legislature was also invested in
Extension’s programming efforts, and therefore, relationships Cooperative Extension has with
legislators are important to communicate what the Cooperative Extension program is doing.
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Sam recognized that the conversation went in both directions. It is important to communicate
outcomes but also to learn state legislators’ interests. Regular contact with the legislature was
viewed as a way to help monitor concerns and to attempt to grow financial support. Timothy
shared, “I worry about . . . the trajectory of [state funding,], and part of what I’m trying to focus
on is how we can have an impact on how our legislature thinks and how we can drum up
support.” He relayed that he is strategically working with the legislature to increase funding.
Carolyn said that to be successful in receiving money from the state legislature, she had to be
“smart enough to not go to the state legislature and ask them for a type of position that they
would never dream of funding. I need to be politically savvy enough to make a list of what I
want the state legislature to fund.” Clearly communicating the outcomes of Cooperative
Extension and matching that with an understanding of the concerns of the state legislature was
viewed as a successful strategy.
Most administrators shared that they had heard about the challenges that “other” states had
experienced, resulting from the state’s legislature slashing budgets. One Extension director was
currently experiencing a budget cut. William lived in an energy-dependent state, and the
organization experienced a significant financial reduction from the legislature. He shared that,
even with relationships, the state budget was cut,
[The State Legislature] just cut; you know, it’s a straight cut [across all agencies]. If you
try to engage our state legislators in funding the program of Extension, in my case, they
will automatically tell you that . . . “we give the University, we give the board of regents
plenty of money. It’s up to them to allocate it.” So . . . I can line up a thousand of our
clientele to testify on our behalf, but the answer will always come back . . . the same.
For well-resourced states, this was a problem they would like to avoid. One such Extension
director, Timothy, said,
I’m trying to focus on how we can have an impact on how our legislature thinks and how
we can drum up support . . . to be able to have a stronger future. A part of this involves
the whole idea of capacity money versus competitive money. And, I think, on the
research, you know, we’ve got obviously a lot of opportunities to bring in competitive
money, but what people sometimes forget, especially on the ag side, is that capacity
money, whether it’s coming from the state or the federal government, is what’s funding
the faculty. It’s funding those faculty positions. The competitive money allows you to
bring in the graduate students and the postdocs and to be able to actually do all the extra
things.
Timothy highlighted the important role that the legislature had on the future of Cooperative
Extension. Relationships were critical for gaining support. Additionally, Timothy underscored
the value of federal funding in relation to both state funding and the organization as a whole.
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County Level of Support
Administrators recognized the constant shifting status of financial support from counties. As
with states, each county had its own economy, culture, and politics. Multiplying each of those
dynamics by the number of counties in each state suggests why relationships with county
officials were noted as important and challenging.
Administrators emphasized that retaining funding at the county level was a constant battle. One
state that had recently experienced a state-level financial decrease had reorganized their countylevel field staff to have a person who was responsible for developing relationships with the
county elected officials. Joseph spoke of the goal and the reasoning behind it when he said,
I see an opportunity to get more funds from the counties. Right now, the counties put in
about $6 to $7 million a year. I truly believe that number could get to $15 to $20 million
a year if we do it right because they’ll see a need to . . . be more invested in what we do.
The administrator, in this case, was relying on relationships to expand the grassroots input to the
budget. In his state, Joseph saw an opportunity at the county level. Other administrators had
mixed perspectives on county funding. Some recognized that Cooperative Extension was a
significant portion of county government budgets in rural counties. Others saw successes that
had occurred in receiving funding from urban communities because Extension was a small
expenditure. Carolyn relayed both contexts when she said, “In a small, rural county, Extension
might be 15% of their budget; whereas if you look at [an] urban county, it’s not even 1%.” The
difference in capacity contributed to the constantly shifting financial status of each county and
the challenge that county funding provided for the system.
Change in Public Valuing of Public Higher Education
Throughout the discussions about funding from the federal-, state-, and county-level
administrators, it was revealed that there was a change in how public services were valued. The
administrators had experienced a downward shift of resources, and in many ways, they had
accepted that the downward shift would continue. In response to the reduction of public
financial support, they have turned toward a wide array of other funding streams such as
competitive grants and contracts, fundraising, and fees.
The pressure on funding has coincided with a multi-decade reduction in public support for higher
education. Joseph recognized the shift as “the shaking [up] of state budgets, the public’s
questioning of the value of higher education in many sectors of the country, has put pressure on
the way we do things.” The use of the term public in the administrator’s comments referred to
the state legislature’s language, so it is a political discourse that has had real pressure on the
reduction of budgets. Timothy framed it existentially when he said this:
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There’s just a lot of conversation about what the future’s going to hold and whether or
not we’re going to have all the opportunities that we have now, going forward 10 or 20 or
50 or 100 years. I think that’s the biggest piece I worry about. I think that within our
organizations, we’ve got great people. We can make a lot of great decisions. We can
move forward, but we heavily rely on the public to fund these institutions.
Timothy recognized the importance of public dollars, that they are shrinking, and that even
organizational strategy development may not be enough to respond to that trend.
Importance of Evidence to Show Extension’s Benefit
In recognition of the changing contract between legislatures and public service organizations
through the shrinking number of public dollars available, it has always been thought that there is
a need to communicate research impacts better. Nancy recognized the need for evaluation and
for putting resources behind that initiative. She said,
We invested a number of years ago in program evaluators to really evaluate the work that
we’re doing and so that we can talk about . . . [how] our work makes a difference. This is
what’s happening from our work. I think that it’s not enough just to tell people that, you
know, a million [state residents] went to our programs, big deal. More people went to the
state fair last year. So, what does that mean? So, you can’t just say millions of people,
but what were the outcomes [for] those millions of people?
Nancy elaborated that when they were able to communicate specific impacts and outcomes, then
the legislature could be responsive. She also highlighted that the outcomes needed to be
communicated widely to stakeholders so that those messages were communicated from multiple
directions.
James talked about some 4-H specific measures that he saw as being important to support 4-H
program messaging. He said,
In the last two years . . . I’ve worked with our specialists to do some large-scale research
projects on [the impact of] Camp, the impact of volunteers, the impact of being a 4-H
alumni. Some of those are in progress . . . [and] those are helping agents to get the bigger
picture that . . . having evidence-based information about the impact of our programs is
important.
The implications of a young person attending a 4-H camping experience or an adult serving as a
4-H volunteer for 30 years are not simple interpretations. Each of these programs is complex.
Curt acknowledged this when he said,
The reality [is] you may not see the outcomes of our children’s presence and engagement
in our program for two or three decades. So, we do draw on common measures as
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examples. We have a research and evaluation focused group that I’ve put together [to
focus on] demonstrating . . . short-term outputs that then we’re able to demonstrate by
[using] logic models [of] how that leads theoretically into longer-term outcomes and then
. . . to the impacts. And so, I believe [in] being very deliberate. Too often, we say, ‘Oh
my gosh, we may not know that for 20 years.’ Well, we have to start now and try to track
some of those young people over the course of a 10- to 20-year trajectory. So, you just
have to start.
The need for evaluation was emphasized due to its connection to financial support. Because
Extension is a research-based program, those financial strings are causing researchers to focus on
the bigger research questions of program outputs, as shown by the above quotes.
Greater Emphasis on Grants and Contracts
For administrators to locate additional resources other than public support, they have relied
heavily on the use of grants and contracts, often referred to as soft dollars. Administrators
recognized the use of soft dollars as the new normal and as necessary. The use of grants posed a
challenge for administrators and Cooperative Extension to remain focused on the organization’s
mission. Grants are term-limited, thereby creating a discontinuity of service in communities.
Mary shared a common sentiment that “the grant money [is] out there; there are . . . always
opportunities to apply for more grants.” David shared that the use of grants is “something that’s
going be necessary. We have to have the capacity within our programs for looking at
competitive funds. No question.” Grants were viewed as an imperfect but almost sure way to
increase the financial resources of the organization at both the state-administrative and countyprogrammatic levels. However, administrators did not view grants as faultless, as Rhonda said,
Competitive funding tends to be individually focused. Someone [must] serve as a
principal investigator; you know, that someone is usually a faculty member who is
currently evaluated based on their personal portfolio and not necessarily [on] their ability
to work with others.
Rhonda also communicated evaluation of final grant outputs and the size of the grant are
different than the purpose of the work or the effectiveness of the work. Sam shared an anecdote
about an on-campus 100% appointment Extension specialist in his state who had a multimilliondollar grant to study an animal that did not live in the state. Even as administrators discussed the
emphasis of grant funding, they were sincere in their desire to only seek funding opportunities
that would help support the mission of their local Extension systems. However, they recognized
that even when the money was directed toward the mission, there were still shortcomings with
grant funding.
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Grants, by definition, are term-limited. The use of grants creates challenges to delivering longterm community-responsive programming. Curt shared that because the funding for the state 4H program was level due to how the state public funding was organized,
[At] this university, you cannot have permanent positions that are on soft dollars, so the
only way for us to grow is by drawing on grants and gifts and those types of things. But
regrettably, [that] doesn’t create a sustained position for people to feel like they have a
career trajectory. They, therefore, come in, they’ll build something up and are very
successful, and within 12 months, they leave because they’re going to a job that has
permanent funding and some benefits with it.
In this case, the use of grants was not the only limiting factor, as the university policy of not
allowing permanent positions to be funded by soft dollars also hindered the effectiveness of the
grant funding. However, in this example, the overarching argument was that the short-term
nature of the funding source contributed to inconsistency in staffing, and in turn, programming.
David shared another example of a grant serving at-risk youth in rural and urban communities.
He said,
The challenge on that one is the funding has now been reduced significantly for 4-H . . .
across the country . . . creating a lot of anxiety and stress and disappointment. Despite
the funding reduction, we are working on capturing the impact of what’s been going on
so that we can reposition it to other funding sources.
The termination of the grant causes the work to either terminate or change. Either way, the
service to the end-user is interrupted. The change in work, in this case, was the shift toward
evaluation and fund development. David also emphasized the stress that it causes to have to
keep finding new and different forms of funding to keep a project going. If the project is not
able to be funded, regardless of the impact that the program was able to deliver, it is
discontinued, and staff move on to the next project.
Fees for Service
In addition to utilizing soft money, the reduction in public dollars has required administrators to
seek other strategies to provide programming. The use of fees for programming has been an
active strategy, one that has generated financial support for program implementation.
Particularly 4-H memberships have served as a model for the use of fees. Elizabeth described
the situation in her state, she said,
A base . . . model is they provide the salary, and then we’re expected to generate income.
So, I [the state 4-H program leader] put an overhead cost on all the programs that we
deliver here at the state level, and it gives us excess money to provide for the
administrative assistants to do some of the initiatives that we want to do.
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Elizabeth’s comment relays the logic that fees allow for budget capacity to be able to do the
programmatic work. Despite the ability of fees to generate additional resources, administrators
discussed their practical limitations. Susan said,
Historically . . . counties provided facilities [e.g.] space; counties provided the
admin[istrative assistant] and the staff member that sat in the county. Over time, that has
eroded in 4-H. The majority of the staff are funded through [the] program fees that we
charge 4-H members in the community program. There are state lines, and the division is
trying to pull the program staff off the state lines and move them all onto program fees.
But I’m telling [the state director’s team] that the budget can’t sustain and support that. It
costs $54 to enroll in 4-H this year, and the projections for staff merits and benefits will
[make it] go up to $62 over the next eight years.
Susan further explained that because 4-H was able to generate money, there has been a financial
shift of resources slowly and gradually away from 4-H to underwrite other Extension programs.
The ability to generate resources ensured resources for the program holistically. However, it was
cautioned that the increase in fees might serve as a barrier to membership or long-term program
sustainability.
Stakeholder Experience of Cooperative Extension
When administrators reported successes in increasing support, the outcome was predicated on
those individuals first having established a positive and trusting relationship with funders. The
work of an administrator, first and foremost, according to Ryan, is “reaching out to businesses
and stakeholders to develop stronger partnerships.” Robert shared that he was “collaborating
with other youth organizations and collaborating with those corporations and . . . that might have
some funding opportunities and assistance opportunities.”
Positive ties arose in part because public officials and corporate donors had first-hand
understanding and experience with Cooperative Extension programs. Administrators reported
they could increase the likelihood that stakeholders would develop open and trusting
relationships with possible supporters. Carolyn stated,
I think the tradition in [State] of, we have a really long and strong tradition of a strong
4-H program. I think today, if you will go to the state legislature, you would see a lot of
them grew up in 4-H, and now, they are movers and shakers, and because of their
experience with 4-H, they support 4-H [and Extension].
Stakeholders who were program alumni were more likely to see Cooperative Extension as
valuable and necessary. Thus, individuals who knew of the organization and had personally
participated in one or more of its programs were more likely to provide support for it.
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Administrators relayed that they saw their explicit bias for Cooperative Extension was
discounted by stakeholders. Administrators shared that if they had one of their clients talk to
their legislature, that was more effective than when they talked to them alone. Nancy captured
this sentiment well when she said,
[We also want to make] sure that our supporters are good advocates. . . . Your advocates
have to be able to say why is it important—this time more likely to graduate from high
school [or] two times as likely to pick a science career and go to college. Those are
issues legislators want to hear. 4-Hers are twice as likely to actually come back to [state]
[or] are more likely to stay in [state] . . . because they feel this sense of belonging and
being part of the economy. And so, you have to really be able to talk about that. Tell
that story, tell it yourself, you know, the legislators want to hear it from me, but they also
want to hear from other people. So, I think you have to prepare your community
supporters to do those kinds of things to be able . . . to avert a crisis.
It was also highlighted that when a client was able to communicate the impact of the program to
stakeholders, that was perceived as being very effective for ensuring legislator support of
Cooperative Extension.
Having positive support was not a panacea. William lived in a state that was experiencing a
recession; he shared, “I can line up a thousand of our clientele to testify on our behalf, but the
answer will always come back to me the same.” William put a fine point on the challenge that
when the resources are not available, no matter the strength of the relationship, there may be no
more resources to be invested.
Discussion
As administrators discussed funding from the federal-, state-, and county-level administrators, it
revealed a change in how public services were valued (Franz, 2013). The administrators had
experienced a downward shift in resources and increased competition for funds (Graf, 1993;
Kalambokidis, 2011). They had accepted that the downward shift would continue and had
internalized responses to the neoliberal societal framework by emphasizing evaluation and
recognizing the need for communicating public value. In response to this reduction of public
financial support, they turned toward a wide array of other funding streams such as competitive
grants and contracts, fundraising, sponsorship, and fees.
Administrators recognized a societal shift in how the public valued Cooperative Extension and
felt it was undervalued through the downward pressure on public funding. The need for
evaluation was emphasized due to its connection to financial support. Because Cooperative
Extension is a research-based program, financial pressures may cause researchers to focus on
larger research questions of program outputs. Administrators are starting to seek systematic
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information that may be challenging to obtain, e.g., long-term longitudinal data about program
outcomes.
Administrators framed their requests for public support in light of community needs and the
Extension system’s capacity to respond to them. This narrative and relational approach was
different than Franz (2013), who espoused the reliance of data to convey impact. Use of
narrative and relationships to convey impact values may be a response to different forces than
previously understood.
Figure 1 displays the elements stakeholders recognized within the technical challenges of
reduced funding. Managing relationships was important for Cooperative Extension. Each
contribution to public-value perception change magnified the next level on the scale. Each form
of data can be used effectively to convey impact, yet when an individual has personal experience
and has strong relationships with Cooperative Extension, and the system is armed with public
good, the impacts that are rigorously derived supports a compelling argument that increases
financial support for Cooperative Extension.
Figure 1. Contributory Power of Supporting Data to Change Perception of Extension’s
Public Value

Neither relationships nor data alone are going to change the financial outlook of the Cooperative
Extension organization. It is when multiple supporting contributions are coordinated together
that a change in stakeholder support of Cooperative Extension as a public value could occur.
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Relationships between individuals and organizations were important, but data are also important.
Individual narratives provide single points of data and can be poignant cases. The stakeholder’s
personal experience was powerful for an individual to understand the effectiveness of
cooperative Extension or the 4-H program. Yet, stakeholders may only be able to recognize the
organization’s potential in their context. Empirical evaluation results inform the other points of
impact data and can help expand understanding of the organization’s efforts by stakeholders.
Additionally, administrators recognized who delivered the public value message was important.
As administrators of the organization, they were expected by funders and stakeholders to
communicate in their self-interest by requesting funding. This expectation for effective
communication is accurate and expected; leaders of an organization should advocate for their
organization. In a crowded public-serving sector, funders and legislators recognize this bias and
discount the messages. Clients that can speak to the value of the program by relaying
evaluation-based impacts become essential and valuable communicators. Therefore, the use of
informed clients will be essential for building stakeholder and funder support, even with
excellent program impacts.
Administrators, as adaptive leaders, have managed the organizational response to the societal
shifts of neoliberalism and shrinking support for public funding (Kalambokidis, 2014). While
Cooperative Extension administrators have been responding to the stress of shrinking budgets, it
takes time away from the work that needs to be done to respond to larger social forces. Changes
were forced by an existential need to be responsive to shifts in financial influences. Their
adaptive responsibility is now to raise awareness by their clients and stakeholders of the changed
understanding of public value because it is essential to ensure sustained public financial funding.
Recommendations and Implications
The public contract between citizen, legislature, and public-serving organizations has changed.
The contract reflects the notion of the value of the service received in relation to the dollar
invested. Stakeholders are asking, what is the return on investment? And, why should the public
dollar be invested in this program compared to any other given program? Yet, what the
experiences of Cooperative Extension administrators shows is the systems’ success in
communicating impact can use stakeholder personal experience, relationships, and personal
narrative with data-driven return on investment to increase legislative financial support.
There is no longer a commitment to funding based solely on relationships or historical
connections; administrators understand this proposition. The organization must identify
strategies to communicate public value contribution successes to their clients and their
legislators. In messaging, it is important to note the public good is not valued in neoliberalism,
while the return on investment is. Even the approach to communicating the value of the public
good may need to be limited solely to the impacts on youth, families, communities, and the
economy.
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The emphasis on empirical evidence is both a threat and a significant strength. If Cooperative
Extension can generate research-based outcomes that demonstrate that return on investment is
valuable, then there is room to change the budget trajectory. This shift has expanded pressure on
proof of outcomes, which has been realized through an emphasis on evaluation, as was
acknowledged in the literature (Franz et al., 2014; Franz & Archibald, 2018; Kalambokidis,
2014). Cooperative Extension and 4-H’s relationship to research capacity within the university
can help make Extension highly competitive in this environment. The administrators recognized
this should be the case, as they strive to establish their programs to conduct significant and
impactful research.
For the adaptive leaders of Cooperative Extension to address the perception of legislators as a
public value, both a relationship and data-driven response will be needed to increase capacity
funds, which allow a continuation of delivering public impact. Who delivers the message to
stakeholders is the next area of exploration for advancing the Extension system? Who delivers
the message may be even more important for effectively changing the funding landscape for
Cooperative Extension? Further reflection and evaluation of messaging and results from
Extension system legislative requests would inform strategy for the system.
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The necessity to implement evidence-based programs to support the healthy
development of youth and families is becoming part of national policy.
Organizations that are not “ready” to do so will likely lose resources,
disallowing them to serve as they have set out to do. Consequently, the current
survey study draws from a national sample of Cooperative Extension personnel in
2009 to examine characteristics within their organizational context that facilitate
successful change related to youth/family programming. Data were collected
from 946 4-H/youth development or Family and Consumer Sciences employees at
all levels. Self-reported indices of each state organization’s openness to change,
leadership, morale, communication, and resources were constructed to assess the
organizational context. Dependent variables included indicators of readiness to
implement prevention and evidence-based programming. Results suggest that the
organizational context was strongly associated with indicators of readiness for
evidence-based prevention programming, and specifically, the clarity of
communication was most important.
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Introduction
Immediately after the economic downturn of 2008, resources dedicated to youth and family
programming within the Cooperative Extension System (CES) became especially limited. For
instance, in Pennsylvania, the number of Family and Consumer Science educators dropped to its
lowest ever. During this same time period, federal funders have increasingly emphasized the
need for strong empirical evidence of the effectiveness of youth and family programs to receive
funding (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 2011; Haskins & Margolis, 2014; Oliff et al.,
2012; Statement of Jon Baron, 2013). More recently, despite differences in definitions of the
term “evidence-based,” funding related to addressing the opioid epidemic also emphasizes the
need to provide evidence-based programs to youth and families (Substance Abuse and Mental
Health Services Administration, 2018). To examine factors that may assist organizations in
adapting to financial demands and requirements such as these, the current study draws from a
national sample of Extension personnel involved in youth and family programming at state,
regional, and local levels at a time when many program budgets were cut suddenly in response to
a downturn in the national economy (Fischer, 2009). Understanding the characteristics of
implementing organizations is imperative to the successful dissemination of evidence-based
programs (EBPs; Harris et al., 2012; Spoth et al., 2013), a trend that seems to be increasing in
demand. This topic has received much attention in treatment-focused or overdose-prevention
programs and is understudied in the family and youth development context. Therefore, our
purpose was to examine characteristics of the organizational context within the CES that may
promote readiness for an evidence-based prevention and positive youth development approach to
youth and family programming. Readiness to implement high-quality positive youth
development programs, rather than treatment-focused or overdose-prevention programs, are of
paramount importance for youth and family development Extension educators.
The Organizational Context
Systems theories, in general, stress the importance of context, and this has been applied to both
individuals and organizations (e.g., Bronfenbrenner & Morris, 1998; Glisson, 2002). Early
experiences attempting to integrate new evidence-based programs into pre-existing youth and
family program settings validated this broad theory, as the degree of successful integration
seemed related to the pre-existing characteristics of organizations (Backer et al., 1995; Simpson,
2002). Thus, the concept of an organization’s readiness to change gained momentum and clarity,
and multiple organizational readiness to change measures have been developed over the past
several years (Armenakis et al., 1993; Eby et al., 2000; Lehman et al., 2002; Weiner, 2009).
Specific to high-quality implementation of EBPs, multiple theoretical models that emphasize the
importance of the organizational context have been developed (Domitrovich et al., 2008;
Wandersman et al., 2008). The organizational context can include several characteristics.
Resources, mission/policy alignment, climate, and leadership characteristics are a few relevant
examples.
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The importance of the pre-existing organizational context when integrating new work-related
tasks has also specifically been recognized within Extension (Taylor-Powell & Boyd, 2008).
Taylor-Powell and Boyd (2008) reflected on the movement toward integrating evaluation into
regular practices within Extension. They theorized that, among other things, the clarity of
communication within an organization, the openness within which leadership listens to the ideas
of staff, and an appropriate level of resources to support the new work, were all potentially
important characteristics within Extension that affected the organization’s ability to improve its
evaluation capacity. They concluded that it might be more useful to think of building evaluation
capacity within Cooperative Extension as an organizational development initiative, rather than
just a professional development issue for staff (Taylor-Powell & Boyd, 2008).
Consequently, we drew from these literatures to form this study. Our goal is to assess the
organizational context of the Cooperative Extension System to better understand its ability to
integrate evidence-based prevention programs and positive youth development programs into its
regular practices. We examined five characteristics that prior research has theoretically or
empirically linked to an organization’s ability to successfully navigate a change in programming:
(1) perceived openness to change, (2) openness of leadership to new ideas, (3) workplace morale,
(4) clear communication among colleagues, and (5) availability of resources. Openness to
change, leadership, morale, and director-staff communication describe the degree to which an
organization is likely to be “receptive” to implementing new programming (Emmons et al.,
2012). In contrast, organizational resources describe an important structural characteristic that
can be a logistical barrier or enabler of success (Emmons et al., 2012). These five
characteristics, either together or individually, have been associated with multiple outcomes.
Global Organizational Context. Reviews have emphasized the likely importance of the
organizational context for the successful adoption of new programming or to the implementation
quality of a new intervention (Damschroder et al., 2009; Domitrovich et al., 2008; Glisson,
2002). Prior research has shown that characteristics of leadership, communication, openness to
change, morale, and resources have strong, positive inter-relationships (Chaudoir et al., 2013;
Helfrich et al., 2009; Lehman et al., 2002). In fact, global measures of an organization’s context,
which included characteristics of morale, leadership, and communication among other things,
have demonstrated that substance-abusing clients in outpatient settings were more engaged in
their treatment when the organizational context of the treatment provider was more supportive
(Broome et al., 2007; Moos & Moos, 1998). Clients have also been found to have improved
outcomes, such as lower levels of depression, improved coping skills, and the ability to refrain
from using alcohol/drugs in organizations that have a more supportive working environment, as
measured along these and additional dimensions (Moos & Moos, 1998).
Specific Characteristics of the Organizational Context. When characteristics of the
organizational context were examined individually, rather than as a global index in a larger
sample, all five organizational characteristics investigated in this study also uniquely related to a
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better treatment experience of an outpatient substance abusing population (Greener et al., 2007).
Another study has shown that higher levels of perceived openness of organizational
communication and higher levels of perceived organizational openness to change both uniquely
associate with participant satisfaction in their treatment and stronger levels of rapport with
program facilitators. In addition, more organizational staffing resources uniquely associated
with patient satisfaction with their treatment (Lehman et al., 2002).
Additional work has considered openness to change and a collaborative leadership style to be
important parts of a community’s readiness to implement collaborative prevention efforts
(Chilenski et al., 2007). Some empirical work has validated these theories. Higher levels of
openness to change and openness of communication as part of a broader organizational context
measure has related to higher implementation quality of evidence-based programs in schools
(Payne et al., 2006). Perceptions of an organization’s openness to change have predicted higher
levels of implementation quality when adopting a new evidence-based program six months later
in community treatment settings (Hagedorn & Heideman, 2010). In addition, community
readiness, including openness to change and collaborative leadership, related to better early
functioning of community prevention efforts (Greenberg et al., 2007). One recent study has
shown that a global measure of the organizational context and levels of an organization’s
openness to change did not predict implementation quality of a new intervention in schools
(Domitrovich et al., 2015), though the study was slightly underpowered at the
school/organizational level.
Readiness for Evidence-based Prevention and Positive Youth Development: Attitudes and
Perceived Practices
A measure of how ready the Cooperative Extension System is to adopt, or to be involved in an
evidence-based programming effort in some way, would help program leaders decide when to
embrace such programming. Prior research has shown that ratings of perceived attitudes and
practices of evidence-based and prevention programming are valid predictors of successful
adoption of such programming. Consequently, they can be considered valid indicators of
readiness and are included as dependent variables in this study.
More specifically, measures of support for and commitment to prevention/evidence-based/youthprogramming are crucial components of readiness to implement such programming in the TriEthnic Center’s model of community readiness (Edwards et al., 2000; Plested et al., 1999).
Support for and commitment to prevention programs have related to stronger implementation of
community prevention team activities, including their internal functioning and implementation
quality of the team’s programs (Feinberg et al., 2007; Greenberg et al., 2007; Spoth et al., 2007).
Aarons and Palinkas (2007) also found that support for evidence-based programs related to the
implementation quality of such programs within an organizational setting (Aarons & Palinkas,
2007). Support for and commitment to prevention or social-emotional learning programs have
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also been found important in predicting the implementation quality of such programming in
schools (Gottfredson & Gottfredson, 2002; Payne & Eckert, 2010; Ransford et al., 2009). As a
result, we utilize four measures of perceived attitudes and practices as indicators of readiness to
adopt evidence-based and prevention programming, including the organization’s perceived (1)
focus on prevention, and commitment to (2) prevention program implementation, (3) evidencebased practices, and (4) evaluation.
In a previous article, we examined perceptions of these constructs at the individual-level while
only examining morale at the state-level (Chilenski et al., 2015). We found that the
organizational-level construct of morale may, in fact, be important in setting a background
context for how an individual employee experiences the workplace, which is then associated
with their individual attitudes and perception of practices regarding prevention and evidencebased programming. This analysis motivated us to examine all of these factors at the systemslevel, which in this case, is the state-level organizational units of Cooperative Extension. A
state-level analysis allows us to delve deeper into understanding the readiness of Cooperative
Extension as a system, as opposed to the readiness of individual employees.
The Current Study
The current study examines organizational-level correlates to perceived attitudes and practices of
prevention and evidence-based programming, typically considered strong indicators of an
organization’s readiness to implement such programming. Because the CES is organized as
state-level organizations, we examine how the differences in the organizational context between
state-level units within the CES relate to readiness for evidence-based prevention programs. We
test one primary hypothesis and conduct a follow-up exploratory analysis. Analyses are guided
by the global research question: How does the state-level organizational context within the
Cooperative Extension System relate to readiness to adopt and implement evidence-based
prevention programs? To answer this question, we first investigate how the organizational
context relates to readiness for evidence-based prevention programs, measured as favorable
attitudes towards prevention and evidence-based programming. We expect that an
organizational context composite will positively associate with perceptions of readiness for
evidence-based prevention programming. Then, we explore which, if any, of the five constructs
are most predictive of the association between organizational context and early adoption of
evidence-based programming. We drew from a national survey that was administered in 2009 to
all 50 states and the District of Columbia (Spoth et al., 2015). Our results will inform
recommendations of organizational practices within the CES that can promote the successful
adoption of evidence-based programming, despite challenging economic times.
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Method
Participants
Data were gathered in 2009 from 946 Cooperative Extension administrators, faculty,
coordinators, specialists, educators, and assistants who were affiliated with 4-H/youth
development and/or Family and Consumer Sciences program areas. The current analyses are a
subproject of a larger study that surveyed a national sample of CES employees to determine the
interest and readiness to disseminate the PROSPER model in different states across the country
(Spoth et al., 2015). Potential participants from each state and Washington, DC, were invited to
participate in a web-based survey to assess attitudes and knowledge related to prevention,
evidence-based programs, and collaboration and partnership activities. There were 4,181
possible participants; 946 (23%) completed web surveys. This rate is consistent with similar
web-based surveys (Hamilton, 2009).
After accounting for missing demographics, the current analyses included data from 899 CES
personnel in 48 states and Washington DC (M = 18 per state; range 1 to 49). Participants had
been in their current positions for an average of 10.5 years (SD = 9.3). Their tenure with their
state’s CES averaged 13.5 years (SD = 10.3), with 95% of the sample holding full-time positions.
As expected, given the educational requirements for most CES positions, this sample was highly
educated: 20.6% had a college degree or less, 67.9% had a master’s degree or bachelor’s degree
with additional coursework, and 11.6% had a doctorate, medical, or law degree. The majority of
study participants (77.2%) were community-based educators whose primary responsibility was
to deliver youth or family programs. A much smaller number (6.1%) worked at a broader
regional level within a state, and 16.7% worked at the state level. These regional and state-based
personnel had more administrative responsibilities as compared to their county-based colleagues.
Race/ethnicity data were not collected by principal investigators; few demographics were
collected to keep the survey short and nonintrusive.
Procedures
The participating universities’ Institutional Review Boards approved the study before any
recruitment began. The sampling frame was based on lists of Family and Consumer Science and
4-H CES personnel from each state’s and Washington DC’s web-based employee rosters (N =
5,072). To prevent overrepresentation of participants from large CES systems, employee names
were randomly selected from state systems that had more than 100 names on their rosters. This
process ensured that there would be a maximum of 100 potential participants from each state.
As a result, the final potential sample included 4,181 participants.
Members of the prospective sample were recruited through a series of letters to state and regional
CES administrators. Financial incentives were offered to promote high response rates. Three
separate $2000 incentives were offered to state CES systems with the highest response rates: one
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each for a small, medium, and large-sized system. In addition, one randomly selected respondent
from each state’s CES was eligible for a $500 award for professional development. State CES
Directors sent a notification letter to their staff about the survey before invitation emails were
sent. Survey invitation emails came directly from data collection staff. Each electronic message
included a consent letter, a survey link, and an individual access code. All potential participants
received surveys and reminders across a 12-week period during the fall of 2009. An online
survey was used as paper-based, telephone, or in-person formats were deemed cost-prohibitive.
Measures
Descriptions of all independent and dependent variables are included in Table 1. Five scales that
described specific characteristics of an organization’s social context were combined into an
overall organization context composite (α = .89): perceptions of the organization’s openness to
change, openness of leadership, morale, clear communication, and availability of resources.
Dependent variables included reports of the organization’s focus on prevention, and perceived
commitment to prevention program implementation, evidence-based programs, and evaluation.
To address the possibility that different individuals may have different understandings of the
term, “evidence-based,” we used an introduction before those items: “The term ‘evidence-based’
refers to programs based on sound theory that have been rigorously evaluated and proven to
produce long-term positive effects in reducing substance use, delinquency, or other youth
problems.” Responses on all items ranged from 1-5; all scales, including the composite, were
computed by taking the mean of all items. Three self-reported covariates were included in our
regression models: number of years with CES, level of education (i.e., college or less, Master’s
degree or some post-college, or terminal degree), and level of responsibility (i.e., county, region,
or state).
Analyses
Data Structure. A multilevel mixed model with individual-reported perceptions of the
organization’s commitment to prevention and evidence-based programs were the dependent
variables. All predictors were aggregated to the state level. This analysis strategy was used for
empirical and theoretical reasons. Empirically, individuals (Level 1) were nested within states
(Level 2), sample size varied across states, and the Intra-Class Correlation Coefficients for the
dependent variables ranged from .02 to .10 (see Table 1) and were significant. Theoretically,
this model structure most directly allowed us to test our state-level (i.e., organizational-level)
research question. Mixed models with random intercepts were estimated using proc mixed in
SAS Version 9.2 and the Restricted Maximum Likelihood (Singer & Willett, 2003). We
controlled for individual-level demographic characteristics (Singer & Willett, 2003).
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Table 1. Self-report Measures of Independent and Dependent Variables
Scale Name
(description)
Independent Variables

Items

Mean
(SD)

Reliability
(ICC)

Source

Organizational
Context Composite

The mean of the five scales below: Openness to change;
openness of leadership; morale; communication;
organizational resources
In the following series of questions, we will ask about
your experience working in your organization

3.17
(0.31)

.89

Openness to change*
(perceptions of
innovative practices
within the workplace)

•

You are encouraged to try new and different ways of
doing things.
It is easy to change routine procedures to deal with
new situations.
The general attitude is to change things that aren’t
working.
You frequently hear good ideas about improving
operations from your colleagues.

3.58
(0.28)

α = .74
(.04)

Organizational Readiness for
Change: Change scale; TCU
Institute of Behavioral
Research, 2005

Ideas or suggestions from staff get a fair hearing from
state‐level Extension administration.
Leadership is effective in creating organizational
change.

3.35
(0.39)

r = .46
(.07)

1 item from Organizational
Readiness for Change:
Communication scale; TCU
Institute of Behavioral
Research, 2005

•
•
•

Openness of
•
leadership*
(perceptions of
•
administrators’
openness to new ideas)

Not applicable

Morale* (perceptions
of morale within the
workplace)

•
•

Problems seem overwhelming. (reversed)
The morale is strong.

3.10
(0.44)

r = .54
(.17)

Theme endorsed by Glisson,
2007; Similar to
Organizational Readiness for
Change Stress scale; TCU
Institute of Behavioral
Research, 2005

Communication*
(perceptions of

•

Extension administration uses communication
effectively to keep staff well informed.
Goals and objectives are communicated clearly.

3.47
(0.34)

α = .81
(.08)

Organizational Readiness for
Change: Communication &
Mission scales; TCU

•
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(description)
communication within
the workplace)
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Mean
(SD)

Reliability
(ICC)

The following statements ask your opinion about
training and staff development opportunities
• Our Extension staff have enough time to complete
assigned duties.
• There is sufficient staff here to meet organizational
needs.

2.33
(0.36)

r = .52
(.05)

Organizational Readiness for
Change: Resources scale;
TCU Institute of Behavioral
Research, 2005

How important are each of the following areas of
prevention for the communities in your state?
• Substance use (alcohol/tobacco/other drugs)
• Delinquency/crime problems (e.g., violence, theft)
• Risky sexual behaviors (e.g., youth STDs, teen
pregnancies)
• School dropout/academic performance
• Overweight and obesity

4.30
(0.22)

α = .83
(.02)

Expand ideas on Community
Efforts theme from TriEthnic Center’s Community
Readiness interview
procedure; Plested et al.,
2006

Prevention program
implementation*
(perceptions of
Extension’s support of
prevention program
implementation)

Please state how much you agree or disagree with the
following statements concerning family and youth
programming
• Your state Extension system is committed to
planning and conducting prevention programming.
• Your state Extension system actively supports the
sharing of resources among agencies and other
sectors of the community to conduct prevention
programming.
• Your state Extension system actively supports
partnerships among agencies and other community
sectors to conduct prevention programming.

3.83
(0.37)

α = .81
(.09)

PROSPER: Workplace
support for prevention scale
Chilenski et al., 2007

Commitment to
evidence-based

•

3.59
(0.33)

α = .64
(.07)

Created by project
researchers

Organizational
resources*
(perceptions of
resources within the
workplace)
Dependent Variables
Focus on prevention+
(perceptions of the
importance of
prevention)

•

Items
Staff duties are clearly related to the overall mission
goals.

Most of the children, youth, and families’ programs
offered by Extension use evidence-based models.
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programs*
(perceptions of
Extension’s
commitment to using
EBPs)
Commitment to
evaluation~
(perceptions of
Extension’s
commitment to
evaluating programs)

100

•
•

Items
Most of the children, youth, and families’ programs
offered by Extension use evidence-based models.
Leadership is committed to evidence-based
prevention programming.

Mean
(SD)

Reliability
(ICC)

Source

•

2.86
α = .85
Expand on evaluation
Our Extension program staff are closely involved in
(0.37)
(.10)
questions from CYFAR
efforts to evaluate the youth and family outcomes
Training & Development
(e.g., youth substance use) of prevention programs
section of Organizational
delivered.
Change Survey; Betts,
• Our Extension program staff consult with university
Peterson & Roebuck (2003).
faculty about current research to guide selection of
programs with the strongest evidence.
• Our Extension program staff devote resources to
collect outcome data on most programs (e.g., surveys
of youth, families, others).
• Our Extension program staff regularly monitor
quality of program delivery (e.g., using observation
or checklists about which material in program
manuals was covered).
Note: Response Options: * 1 = Strongly disagree to 5 = Strongly agree; ~ 1 = Almost never to 5 = Frequently; + 1 = Not important to 5 = Very
important.
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Hypothesis Testing. We used a hierarchical approach to test hypotheses. This approach helped
us understand the independent and shared associations among independent and dependent
variables. To test our first hypothesis, each dependent variable was regressed on the covariates
(i.e., years in CES, education level, and level of responsibility). Then, the state-level composite
of the organizational context was added to the model to determine its prediction beyond the
effects of the demographic covariates. Then, the model was re-run by regressing the dependent
variables on the demographic variables and each of the five state-level independent variables
(i.e., the dis-aggregated state-level organizational context composite). Models with each
independent variable and different combinations of independent variables were conducted as we
built the full model with all five predictors because of concerns of multicollinearity; the size,
direction, and consistency of associations were carefully examined throughout this process. This
analysis strategy allowed us to determine which specific aspects of organizational context were
most strongly predictive of significant effects found in the second model. Missing data were
quite low (< 5%), and we used a maximum likelihood estimation technique. Consequently, we
did not impute any missing data values.
Results
Descriptive Data
Descriptive statistics showed that the organizational context measures were rated slightly
positive (Table 1). Overall, ratings of communication were perceived as most positive.
Openness of leadership and to change were perceived to be slightly positive. Ratings of morale
were largely neutral, and the sufficiency of resources was rated negatively. When looking at the
dependent variables, Extension’s focus on prevention was perceived to be high. Extension’s
commitment to prevention program implementation and evidence-based programs was positively
perceived. Extension’s commitment to evaluation was perceived to be somewhat low. Results
of correlation analyses suggested a relatively consistent pattern of significant correlations among
independent and dependent variables (Table 2). Furthermore, most organizational context
indicators were significantly and positively related to commitment to prevention program
implementation, evidence-based programs, and evaluation. However, relations between each
organizational context indicator and focus on prevention were not significant.
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Table 2. State-level Correlations among Measures of Organizational Context and Dependent Variables (n = 49)
1.
1. Organizational context
composite

2.

3.

4.

5.

6.

7.

8.

9.

--

2. Openness to change

.920***

--

3. Openness of leadership

.881***

.832***

--

4. Morale

.883***

.732***

.691***

--

5. Communication

.840***

.753***

.757***

.689***

--

6. Resources

.720***

.635***

.468**

.571***

.389**

--

7. Focus on prevention

.137

.150

.119

.113

.043

.159

--

8. Prevention program
implementation

.669***

.614***

.611***

.485***

.566***

.584***

.409**

--

9. Commitment to EBP

.777***

.708***

.623***

.664***

.715***

.600***

.183

.747***

--

10. Commitment to
.456**
evaluation
Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001

.389**

.328*

.388**

.519***

.318*

.402**

.603***

.662***
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Hypothesis 1: Organizational Context Predicting Readiness
Results of the multilevel mixed models are presented in Table 3. In Model 1, each dependent
variable was regressed on individual-level covariates. Results indicated that number of years
with CES was significantly and positively related to focus on prevention (p = .03) and
significantly and negatively related to commitment to evidence-based programs (p = .02). Level
of education was significantly and negatively related to commitment to prevention program
implementation (p < .05), and level of responsibility was significantly and negatively related to
commitment to prevention program implementation (p = .02) and evaluation (p = .02).
Results in Model 2 indicated that beyond the effects of the covariates, the organizational context
was significantly and positively associated with commitment to prevention program
implementation (p < .0001), evidence-based programs (p < .0001), and evaluation (p = .02).
However, the organizational context was not significantly related to focus on prevention (p =
.74). A sizeable amount of state-level variance was accounted for in the three significant
dependent variables (Pseudo R2 range for significant dependent variables was .08 to .64;
(Snijders & Bosker, 1999).
Hypothesis 2: Explore State-level Characteristics of Organizational Context
We next tested associations of each independent variable and combinations of independent
variables with dependent variables. We built to a full model that included all independent
variables entered at the same time. See Model 3 (Table 3) for results in which we regressed each
dependent variable simultaneously on the individual-level covariates and state-level indicators of
each organizational context measure. Results indicated that communication was the strongest
and most consistent predictor of commitment to prevention program implementation (p = .04),
evidence-based programs (p = .01), and evaluation (p = .02). None of the measures of
organizational context were significantly related to focus on prevention. A sizeable amount of
state-level variance was accounted for in prevention program implementation, evidence-based
programs, and evaluation (Pseudo R2 range was .12 to .64; Snijders & Bosker, 1999). See
Figures 1-4 in the appendix to view the relative strength of associations.
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Table 3. Results from Multi-Level Mixed Models Assessing Relations among Organizational Context and Dependent Variables
Focus on Prevention
(n = 891)
Estimate
SE
Model 1:
Intercept

Prevention Program
Implementation
(n = 891)
Estimate
SE

Commitment to EBP
(n = 890)
Estimate
SE

Commitment to
Evaluation
(n = 887)
Estimate
SE

4.34***

0.08

4.18***

0.09

3.65***

0.09

3.07 ***

0.11

0.01*
-0.03
-0.03
0.00
-0.13
0.03
0.00

0.00
0.09
0.08

0.00
-0.21*
-0.19*
0.00
-0.18*
0.01
0.00

0.00
0.10
0.09

-0.01*
0.16
0.06
0.00
-0.06
0.13
0.00

0.00
0.10
0.08

0.00
0.02
-0.04
0.00
-0.22*
-0.04
0.00

0.00
0.12
0.10

4.44***

0.32

2.22***

0.46

1.57***

0.36

1.75**

0.57

Years of experience
Education: College or less
Education: College Plus / Master’s
Education: Terminal degree
Level: County
Level: Regional
Level: State
L1: Pseudo R2

0.01*
0.00
-0.01
0.00
-0.16*
0.01
0.00
-.0007

0.00
0.09
0.08

0.00
-0.24*
-0.21*
0.00
-0.15
0.04
0.00
.032

0.00
0.10
0.09

-0.01*
0.15
0.06
0.00
-0.03
0.17
0.00
.047

0.00
0.10
0.08

0.00
-0.01
-0.07
0.00
-0.19*
-0.02
0.00
.008

0.00
0.12
0.10

L2: Organizational Context
L2: Pseudo R2

-0.03
.081

0.10

0.61***
.326

0.14

0.65***
.643

0.11

0.42*
.084

0.18

4.25***

0.48

1.89**

0.62

1.31*

0.52

1.53

0.80

0.01*
0.01

0.00
0.09

0.00
-0.24*

0.00
0.10

-0.01*
0.14

0.00
0.10

0.00
-0.01

0.00
0.12

Years of experience
Education: College or less
Education: College Plus / Master’s
Education: Terminal degree
Level: County
Level: Regional
Level: State
Model 2
Intercept

Model 3
Intercept
Years of experience
Education: College or less
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0.07
0.11

0.07
0.11

0.08
0.12

0.08
0.12

0.07
0.12

0.07
0.11

0.09
0.14

0.09
0.14

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

111

Communication is Key

Education: College Plus / Master’s
Education: Terminal degree
Level: County
Level: Regional
Level: State
L1: Pseudo R2
L2: Openness to change
L2: Open. of leadership
L2: Morale
L2: Communication
L2: Resources
L2: Pseudo R2
Note: *p < .05; **p < .01; ***p < .001
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Focus on Prevention
(n = 891)
0.00
0.08
0.00
-0.16*
0.07
0.00
0.11
0.00
-.0005
0.04
-0.06
-0.03
0.11
-0.06
-.073

0.23
0.18
0.10
0.15
0.11

Prevention Program
Implementation
(n = 891)
-0.21*
0.09
0.00
-0.14
0.08
0.04
0.12
0.00
.032
-0.01
0.17
-0.09
0.44*
0.20
.337

0.32
0.25
0.15
0.21
0.16

Commitment to EBP
(n = 890)
0.06
0.08
0.00
-0.03
0.07
0.16
0.11
0.00
.046
0.13
-0.07
0.06
0.41*
0.19
.642

0.25
0.20
0.11
0.16
0.12

Commitment to
Evaluation
(n = 887)
-0.07
0.10
0.00
-0.20*
0.09
-0.04
0.14
0.00
.011
-0.08
-0.22
0.03
0.66*
0.07
.123

0.40
0.30
0.18
0.26
0.20
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Discussion
This study examined the levels of readiness within CES to adopt prevention and evidence-based
programming, and how the state-level CES’s organizational context associated with readiness to
adopt such programs in their youth and family program areas. Prior theoretical work suggests
that the organizational context will be an important determining characteristic of successful EBP
implementation (Domitrovich et al., 2008; Wandersman et al., 2008). Using a national survey of
CES Family and Consumer Science and Youth Development 4-H employees at all levels within
the organization, results indicated that prevention programming was of primary importance to
CES educators and that the CES was perceived as well positioned to advance prevention
programming within their menu of programs. However, the CES was perceived to be not as well
prepared to adopt evidence-based youth and family programs or to engage in outcome
evaluations of their programs. Such trends are similar within other youth-serving organizations
and systems (Spoth et al., 2015).
One reason for Extension’s perceived reluctance to adopt EBPs might be related to the
organization’s strong history of developing and implementing “homegrown” programs that are
specifically tailored to meet the unique needs of local stakeholders. Indeed, several scholars
have suggested that while Extension educators tend to be open to developing and/or
implementing prevention programs that promote positive outcomes among their participants,
they may be hesitant to implement pre-packaged EBPs that are not tailored to individual
community contexts (Fetsch et al., 2012; Hill & Parker, 2005; Olson et al., 2015). Furthermore,
barriers to collecting evaluation data may relate to lack of time, lack of evaluation-specific
funding, and/or a lack of training or technical support related to conducting high-quality
evaluations. Recent initiatives within Extension have been aimed at providing training and
support designed to increase evaluation efforts related to CES programs with the goal of
increasing evidence-based practices within Extension (Smith et al., 2015).
The research questions addressed in the current study move beyond individual-level barriers to
EBP by focusing on how the organizational context might promote EBP within Extension.
Specifically, our findings indicated that the state-level organizational context was strongly
associated with indicators of readiness for prevention and EBP. Consistent with findings from
prior research (one exception being Domitrovich et al., 2015), a state-level organizational
context composite was significantly associated with three of our four organizational outcomes:
commitment to prevention program implementation, commitment to evidence-based programs,
and commitment to evaluation (Chaudoir et al., 2013; Damschroder et al., 2009; Domitrovich et
al., 2008; Glisson, 2002). Additional follow-up analyses demonstrated that clarity of
communication was the most important component within the characteristics of organizational
context that accounted for these associations. Hence, the quality of communication within each
state-level CES is likely a crucial factor affecting the state’s success at integrating prevention and
evidence-based programming into their repertoire of youth and family programs.
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However, all five independent variables included in this study are important; they all had
moderate to strong correlations with each other. Though bivariate correlations demonstrated that
associations between each independent and dependent measure were somewhat more variable,
these associations were also positive and moderate to strong for three of the four dependent
measures. Focus on prevention was not predicted by any single measure or the combined
measure. The high mean value and relatively restricted variance (M = 4.30, SD = 0.22) of this
dependent variable suggest a possible ceiling effect of the construct; the surveyed sample
reported that preventing substance use, delinquency, risky sexual behaviors, school dropout, and
obesity were extremely important. Perhaps, though there is universal agreement about the
importance of prevention, there is less agreement regarding using EBP as a tool for prevention.
The individual-level demographic characteristics had a few interesting significant associations.
More experience was associated with higher levels of focus on prevention and lower levels of
commitment to EBP. This is congruent with prior research that showed professionals with more
experience tend to have less-positive attitudes towards EBPs (Aarons, 2004). County-level staff
also had lower levels of a focus on prevention and a lower commitment to evaluation; this is not
surprising as county-level staff may be more involved in the day-to-day happenings of working
with youth and families than state-level faculty, staff, or administrators. These ideas are
worthwhile to explore in future research.
These results complement prior research conducted with individual-level data (Chilenski et al.,
2015). At the individual-level, perceptions of communication, openness of leadership, and
openness to change were all associated significantly with the readiness for evidence-based
programming and that organizational-level morale may affect how individuals perceive
communication and leadership. Those results motivated further exploration at the state-level,
which led to this study.
Results suggested that the characteristics measured in this study are important when considering
readiness for prevention, positive youth development programs, and EBP. The results also
indicated the importance of communication in forming organizational dynamics. The centrality
of communication in relating to high-quality organizational functioning has indeed been found in
prior research (Eisenberg & Eschenfelder, 2009; Snyder & Morris, 1984). We used three items
to construct our communication measure. The first item generally assessed perceptions of the
quality of their organization’s communication. The second item assessed how well goals and
objectives were communicated within their organization. The third item assessed how clearly
staff duties related to the organization’s mission and goals. Hence, our construct assessed the
importance of clear communication around organizational goals. Our results also showed that
leaders that are open to receiving new ideas from staff, and organizations that are supportive of
improving operations and supportive of positive change are also good at communicating
organizational goals.
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Challenges to Communication within Extension
The centrality of communication suggests an important question: how can state administrators
work to improve communication about organizational goals with employees? Extension has a
few notable characteristics that make clear communication about goals especially challenging.
Employees within each state CES are geographically dispersed, and they typically come to the
CES with a variety of education, training, and work experiences. Prior research has indeed
shown that geographic dispersion between administrators and supervisors from those that
provide direct programming to youth and families, and the diversity of training and education
programs within employees are typically challenges to high-quality intra-organizational
communication (Riedlinger et al., 2004). Given these challenges to clearly communicating
goals, what are potential solutions?
Recommended Communication Strategies
Prior research has identified some techniques to promote high-quality communication and staff
organizational investment. One study conducted eight focus groups with communication
professions from 25 different CES research centers (Riedlinger et al., 2004). Other crosssectional studies (Smidts et al., 2001; Snyder & Morris, 1984) and reviews of organizational
communication research have also been conducted (Berger, 2011; Eisenberg, 1984). Overall,
several communication strategies have been associated with positive organizational functioning
or found as promoting high-quality communication. Integrating some of these strategies would
likely improve CES’s ability to adopt and implement EBPs, as they would likely help
communicate the value and importance of EBPs, and EBPs as a new priority. Examples are
discussed below.
Face-to-face Communication. Despite geographic dispersion, it is productive to bring all levels
of employees together at least yearly in a way that promotes employee interaction across all
levels of the organization (Riedlinger et al., 2004). This strategy may take the form of
workshops, conferences, retreats, or even strategic planning sessions. Integrating EBP-related
topics into these agendas would likely move that agenda forward.
Timely and Relevant Communication, Including the Use of Technology. It is important for
communication about events or activities to be well-timed, and the content of communication to
be relevant to receivers (Berger, 2011). There are many ways that technology can be harnessed
to support timely and relevant communication by creating a regular and efficient communication
opportunity (Berger, 2011; Riedlinger et al., 2004). Daily email blasts, automatic updates with
social media postings, or other automatic updates through calendaring or project management
systems can be quite useful. Examples of how EBPs are relevant to educator work could be
quite helpful.
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Communicating Positive Organizational Characteristics or Successes of Employees.
Another recommendation is to include information about positive work and successes, even the
organization’s prestige within communication instances. Communicating the benefits of the
organization to employees may help to create a positive and supportive context (Berger, 2011;
Eisenberg & Eschenfelder, 2009; Riedlinger et al., 2004; Smidts et al., 2001). Similar here,
integrating success stories of EBPs with evaluation data (both qualitative and quantitative) could
help communicate that EBPs are a priority.
Social and Other Informal Communication Mechanisms. Opportunities for employees to
communicate with each other in an informal way about work tasks and personally important
topics is another potential way to promote high-quality intra-organizational communication
(Eisenberg & Eschenfelder, 2009; Riedlinger et al., 2004; Snyder & Morris, 1984). Informal
communication opportunities may help coworkers build relationships with each other, which
may help others interpret communication attempts, even poorly administered communication
attempts, in the best possible light.
Creation of an Organizational Narrative. Another effective communication strategy is to
create an organizational narrative that takes information about the organization’s history, goals,
accomplishments, etc., together to tell a compelling story. Creating a narrative can help
communicate the organization’s mission, motivate employees, and reinforce the organization’s
identity as supportive (Eisenberg & Eschenfelder, 2009). It is important that the narrative
includes the underlying context and rationale for why changes are being integrated into regular
operations (Berger, 2011). If EBPs are becoming more of a priority, it would be important to
integrate stories or information related to this topic into the organizational narrative.
Organizational Leaders Set an Example. It can be important for the senior leadership of
organizations to use open communication when discussing, promoting, or championing
upcoming organizational changes (Berger, 2011; Riedlinger et al., 2004). This practice would
also include leaders making sure that their actions match their communication (Berger, 2011).
Specific to EBP, if organizational leaders value EBP, it would be important for them to integrate
EBPs into relevant activities within their scope of work.
Importance of Listening, Creating an Open Environment Where Differences of Opinion
Can be Shared. Communication is not a one-way enterprise. Good, quality communication
occurs when it is received by high-quality listening by organizational leaders. Transparency
about decisions and feedback before, during, or after the decision-making process (Berger, 2011)
and staff involvement in strategic planning helps build trust (Berger, 2011).
Limitations
This research has several limitations. First, these data were collected in the fall of 2009, just
after the economic downturn when budgets for social services, youth-serving organizations,
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community nonprofits, schools, and the CES were suddenly decreased. Consequently, the ability
to generalize these findings across time may be limited due to that historical event. In addition,
the policy context has become even more preferential to funding evidence-based programs since
2009 (Coalition for Evidence-Based Policy, 2011; Haskins & Margolis, 2014; Oliff et al., 2012;
Statement of Jon Baron, 2013; Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration,
2018). Given these changes, it is likely that levels of readiness for evidence-based programs
have improved at least somewhat within the Cooperative Extension System, and that this line of
research has increased in relevance since 2009. Many social service and youth program budgets
have not fully recovered even with the gains in the larger economy.
Second, the data are cross-sectional. It is possible that the variables used here are malleable and
dependent on other unmeasured characteristics such as familiarity with EBPs or experience with
program development. Longitudinal data would help in clarifying the causal ordering of these
constructs.
Third, though we had a sizeable sample, and the survey response rate was consistent with
previous similar large-scale web-based surveys, it was likely not fully representative of the
national CES population. Forty-eight of the 50 states and the District of Columbia participated.
Some states had stronger participation rates than others, and a few states had less than 10
participants, which could have caused bias. The low response rate, though typical for a
nationally targeted web-based survey of this size (Hamilton, 2009), is a limiting factor, and
preliminary analyses show there may be some selection bias. Participants in this study tended to
be employed within their current CES twice as long as nonparticipants. Consequently, some
selection effects among participants may have biased our results. It would also be more difficult
to estimate state-level (i.e., “shared” or “Level 2”) variance with small numbers of Level 1
participants in a state, which would make it more difficult to find associations with Level 2
variables statistically significant. That said, we expect that this weakness would affect all
independent variables equally, and we did find multiple significant associations. The national
reach and depth of the investigated issues are strengths of this study and need to be considered as
well.
Fourth, the term “evidence-based” often means different things to different people. Though we
introduced a definition of “evidence-based” before asking the items that used this term, it is
possible that respondents were referencing different ideas when responding to those items, which
would affect the validity of the responses.
Since these data were collected within the CES, unmeasured differences between 1862, 1890,
and 1994 Land-grant institutions may have biased the results in some way. The CES is a major
provider of positive youth development and family skills-building programs. Given the diversity
of youth and family programs implemented within the CES, these findings likely will be useful
to understand important organizational management practices in other non-treatment-oriented
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and non-school settings, such as Boys and Girls Clubs, the YMCA, or other community nonprofit organizations. However, it is also possible there are unique aspects of the CES structure
that would limit generalizability to other organizations. The direct connection between the CES
and universities may provide greater capacity for ongoing support for adopting and
implementation of evidence-based programs than is found in other national organizations, though
this was not found to be the case in other work (Spoth et al., 2015). There is a good chance that
elements related to organizational dynamics (vs. program-specific characteristics) are most
generalizable. The lack of an effect with the focus on this study’s prevention dependent variable
could be due to a restricted range; descriptive statistics for this construct and Figure 1 indicated
limited variability between states and within the full sample. Lastly, this study utilizes CES
employees at all levels within the organization as reporters of both the independent and
dependent variables in this study; there is no data triangulation with a different set of reporters.
Conclusion
Results of a national survey of family and youth development educators within the CES
indicated that the organizational context significantly associated with indicators of readiness for
evidence-based prevention programming. Additional analyses demonstrated that clarity of
communication around goals within the CES uniquely predicted these associations. Hence, the
quality of communication within each state-level Extension System is likely to affect success at
integrating evidence-based prevention programming into regular youth and family programming.
The importance of the openness of leadership and an organization’s openness to change with this
study’s readiness indicators are also undoubtedly important, given the high correlations.
Effective communication strategies described here are likely to improve staff relations, employee
commitment to the organization, perceptions of leadership quality, and perceptions of openness
to change. Effective communication efforts will likely improve the organization’s ability to
implement any sort of change effort, to successfully manage transitions in challenging times, and
to improve CES’s efforts to adopt innovative evidence-based prevention programming.
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Appendix
Figure 1: Predicted values of the Focus on Prevention dependent variable with each indicator of the organizational context. Independent
variables were centered before calculating the predicted values to simplify the relative comparison of each regression line.
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Figure 2: Predicted values of the Prevention Program Implementation dependent variable with each indicator of the organizational context.
Independent variables were centered before calculating the predicted values to simplify the relative comparison of each regression line.
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Figure 3: Predicted values of the Extension Commitment to EBP dependent variable with each indicator of the organizational context.
Independent variables were centered before calculating the predicted values to simplify the relative comparison of each regression line.
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Figure 4: Predicted values of the Commitment to Evaluation dependent variable with each indicator of the organizational context.
Independent variables were centered before calculating the predicted values to simplify the relative comparison of each regression line.
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Exploring Undergraduate Absenteeism at a Small, Regional,
Minority-Serving Institution
Christopher M. Estepp
University of Arkansas
Christopher T. Stripling
University of Tennessee
While research has shown class attendance is important for undergraduate
student success, few studies have examined why students choose to not attend
class. What is more, existing research has focused on absenteeism among
undergraduates at land-grant institutions and professional schools. The purpose
of this qualitative study was to examine reasons for absenteeism among students
at a small, regional, minority-serving institution. Three focus groups were used
to collect data, and thematic data analysis revealed class attendance was
impacted by (a) teacher attributes, (b) student attributes, (c) process variables,
and (d) context variables. Based on these attributes and variables,
recommendations are provided to instructors and administrators on how to
improve class attendance at small, regional, minority-serving institutions.
Keywords: absenteeism, minority-serving institution, classroom attendance,
higher education
Higher education reform has been a recurrent topic over the last several decades. In a report for
the National Center for Public Policy and Higher Education, The Committee for Economic
Development (2005) stated that “without improvements to our educational system, we are in
danger of losing our preeminent position to nations with better academically prepared youth,
whose rapidly increasing rates of college participation and graduation already outpace our own”
(p. vii). Fry (2004) reported that many college students never complete their degrees, and if
students graduate, they are not proficient in necessary skills, such as critical thinking, problem
solving, teamwork, and leadership (Arum & Roksa, 2011; Bok, 2006, 2013; Brint & Clotfelter,
2016).
Accordingly, recommendations have been put forward to improve students’ persistence in higher
education, many of which have focused upon faculty members’ teaching (Association of Public
and Land-grant Universities [APLU], 2009; Brint & Clotfelter, 2016; National Research Council
[NRC], 2009; U.S. Department of Education [USDE], 2006). Calls have been made for faculty
to implement active, engaging learning experiences in the classroom; however, the blame may
Direct correspondence to Christopher M. Estepp at estepp@uark.edu
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not solely lie upon teachers’ classroom instruction. Others have proposed that undergraduate
students have become increasingly disengaged from academic coursework (Harackiewicz &
Priniski, 2018; Hassel & Lourey, 2005; Moore et al., 2008; Taylor, 2006; Trout, 1997). This is
disconcerting, as Tinto (1975, 1993) theorized that students who are not academically engaged in
college are less likely to persist through graduation.
One measurable indicator of students’ disengagement with the academic process is absenteeism
from class. Scholars have asserted that student absenteeism has become a chronic problem in
higher education (Bati et al., 2013; Cleary-Holdforth, 2007; Friedman et al., 2001; Macfarlane,
2013). Studies aimed at determining the relationships among absenteeism and academic success
have yielded varied results; however, the general consensus has been that absenteeism is
correlated with lower academic performance (Marburger, 2001; Rodgers, 2001; Stanca, 2006;
Teixeira, 2016). Empirical data from a meta-analysis by Credè et al. (2010) reported strong
relationships between classroom attendance, academic performance, course grades, and GPA. In
fact, Credè et al. stated that class attendance was a better predictor of college grades than other
predictors of academic performance including, SAT scores, high school GPA, and study habits.
While data have illustrated the relationship between class attendance with academic
performance, fewer inquiries have studied students’ reasons for absenteeism. Most studies
examining reasons for absenteeism have been conducted at land-grant universities, professional
schools, or in foreign countries. In contrast, fewer investigations have examined absenteeism at
smaller regional and minority-serving institutions. According to Li and Carroll (2007), regional,
minority-serving institutions tend to be less selective with admissions and enroll more firstgeneration, low-income students. Due to these differences, it is plausible that students at
regional and minority-serving institutions exhibit differences in their reasons for absenteeism.
Additionally, this gap in the literature is important as research has indicated that the
aforementioned problems of college persistence are exacerbated among minority students,
especially Hispanic students (Crisp, 2011; Kuh et al., 2007). Because of the scarcity of research
in this area, more studies investigating absenteeism among students at regional, minority-serving
institutions is warranted. As a result, the purpose of this qualitative study was to determine
reasons for absenteeism among students at a small, regional, minority-serving institution. The
following research question guided this study: Why do undergraduate students at Sul Ross State
University choose not to attend class?
Conceptual Framework
The conceptual framework for this study was based on the Model for the Study of Classroom
Teaching (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974). According to the model, teacher attributes, student
attributes, context variables, and process variables interact to influence student behaviors. In the
context of this study, absenteeism was considered a student behavior. Teacher attributes are
characteristics of teachers affecting teaching and learning, such as teacher formative experiences,
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educational experiences, and teacher properties (e.g., pedagogical skills and knowledge,
motivation, and personality traits as described by Dunkin and Biddle, 1974).
Student attributes are characteristics of the learner, such as formative experiences, educational
experiences, and student properties (e.g., social class, abilities, knowledge, and attitudes; Dunkin
& Biddle, 1974). Process variables are “the actual activities of classroom teaching – what
teachers and pupils do in the classroom” (Dunkin & Biddle, 1974, p. 44). Context variables are
“characteristics of the environment about which teachers . . . can do very little” (Dunkin &
Biddle, 1974, p. 41). Examples of context variables are community, school, and classroom
contexts such as school buildings, budgets, and community beliefs and student populations
(Dunkin & Biddle, 1974).
Literature Review
Prior research has outlined the attendance habits of undergraduate students. Studies have shown
that the number of undergraduates absent from class ranges from 20-40% (Friedman et al., 2001;
Rodgers, 2001; Romer, 1993), and Marburger (2001) and others (e.g., Rodgers, 2001; Van
Blerkom, 1992) reported that as the semester progresses, the number of student absences
increases. What is more, absenteeism increases toward the end of the week. Marburger (2001)
showed a 9% increase in absences on Friday versus Monday and Wednesday. Regarding who
misses class, Gump (2005) found that seniors had the highest number of absences, while
sophomores had the least.
Many factors influence students’ absenteeism. According to Thomas and Borrayo (2016), stress
has been cited as a major contributor to absenteeism. Stress, coupled with low self-efficacy and
anxiety, played a role in students’ motivation to attend class (Moore et al., 2008) and was
detrimental to students’ emotional and physical health (Thomas & Borrayo, 2016). Accordingly,
across studies, the most commonly reported reason for absenteeism was illness, either minor or
severe (Friedman et al., 2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009).
Other personal reasons included oversleeping, running errands, being out of town, emergencies,
important events (i.e., funeral, wedding), work, and desiring to have a break (Friedman et al.,
2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009).
In addition to personal reasons, researchers have also reported instructor variables that played a
role in students’ decisions to miss class. Examples of instructor variables were: poor lecture
quality, course content provided online, instructor reading from notes, instructor not comfortable
with the content, instructor not allowing students to enter the classroom late, and the in-class
material not being consistent with exams (Friedman et al., 2001; Stripling et al., 2013; Van
Blerkom, 1992; Westrick et al., 2009).
Research has shown the benefits of attending class; however, the studies examining students’
reasons for absenteeism have been more limited. Most of the studies conducted have relied on
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quantitative methods, which may have inadvertently omitted certain variables. In addition, while
these studies illustrated various reasons for absenteeism among undergraduates, they were
conducted at large, land-grant universities, professional schools, or in foreign countries. A
substantial gap in the literature exists pertaining to absenteeism among students at small,
regional, and minority-serving institutions.
Methods
In qualitative inquiries, researchers should disclose personal biases for readers to understand the
lens through which the researchers conducted the study (Merriam, 1998). The two researchers
are faculty members in Agricultural Education, one at a land-grant institution in the Southeast
and the other at a Hispanic-serving institution in the Southwest. Both researchers adhere to a
constructivist epistemology in the classroom and strive to create student-centered, active learning
environments. Thus, attendance is an important issue, as both researchers believe students
should be present in class to be active participants in the learning process. This particular study
was conducted at Sul Ross State University, which is a small, regional, Hispanic-Serving
Institution in the Southwestern United States. The demographic makeup of students at Sul Ross
State University is approximately 52% Hispanic, 39% White, and 9% African American.
We approached the research question using qualitative methods to examine and understand
undergraduate students’ collective reasoning as to why they chose to not attend class.
Qualitative methodology allowed us to develop a deeper understanding and richer description of
the phenomenon of absenteeism (Flick, 2006). This approach was grounded in the theoretical
perspective of social constructivism. Crotty (1998) purported that knowledge construction
occurs “in and out of interaction between human beings and their world, and developed and
transmitted within an essentially social context” (p. 42). Accordingly, this led us to utilize a
focus group methodology to collect data. In alignment with social constructivism, focus groups
are “a quasi-naturalistic method for studying the generation of social representations or social
knowledge in general” (Flick, 2006, p. 199), and thus appropriate for use with this type of
research phenomena.
The target population was all undergraduate students at Sul Ross State University. Focus group
participants were solicited through campus-wide email invitations, and incentives of $10 iTunes
gift cards were offered for participation. Purposive sampling of chronically absent students was
not attempted, as many instructors do not take roll in their courses, making identification of these
students difficult. Twenty-four undergraduate students participated in one of three focus groups.
Focus group one had six participants, group two had seven participants, and group three had 11
participants. The number of participants per group was deemed appropriate according to
recommendations by McLafferty (2004), who suggested group sizes should range from 6 to 15
members. In response to the campus-wide email, participants signed up for one of the three
focus groups based on their availability.
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The two lead researchers facilitated the focus group interview process. One researcher, not
affiliated with Sul Ross State University, served as the moderator, while the second researcher
observed and recorded field notes. Focus groups were audio-recorded and transcribed verbatim.
To assure anonymity, participants were assigned numbers (S1, S2, etc.), which were used as
identifiers throughout the data collection and analysis process. Semi-structured interview guides
were used during focus groups to facilitate deep discussion among the participants. Participants
were also asked open-ended, follow-up questions to probe further into participants’ responses.
Examples of questions included, Do you feel class attendance is important? (please explain your
answer); When do you feel it is appropriate to miss or not attend class?; and Describe your
thought process in deciding to attend or not attend an individual class session.
Data were analyzed using a thematic analysis method. This method allowed us to reduce the
data based on repeated words and phrases (Grbich, 2007). No predetermined themes were
established; instead, the data were allowed to “speak for themselves initially before any
predesigned themes [were] imposed” (Grbich, 2007, p. 32). A block and file approach to data
analysis was used where the researchers read through the transcribed data multiple times,
separated data into color-coded segments, which helped categorize the data into themes. We
compared our coding and came to consensus on the emergent themes present in the data. We
determined that our themes closely resembled Dunkin and Biddle’s (1974) Model for the Study
of Classroom Teaching; thus, we utilized their nomenclature to develop theme titles. Lastly, data
were included as evidence of each emergent theme.
According to Dooley (2007), several techniques exist for establishing trustworthiness in
qualitative studies ensuring “that the researcher will tell the story giving voice to the
respondents” (p. 39), and provides a “degree of confidence that the findings of the study
represent the respondents and their context” (p. 38). Trustworthiness factors include credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability. Credibility was established in this study
through persistent observation, investigator triangulation of data analyses, peer debriefing, and
member checks of the data (Dooley, 2007). Transferability was achieved through collecting the
data in the context of the phenomenon being studied, literature comparisons, and rich, thick
descriptions of the data (Dooley, 2007). Next, dependability and confirmability were
accomplished by providing an audit trail documenting methodological decisions and reflections,
which also included field notes and a reflection journal (Dooley, 2007).
The limitations of the study are as follows: (a) the sample population was not representative of
the overall population in terms of race/ethnicity, and (b) the focus groups were
disproportionately Caucasian. Additionally, the researchers have no way to discern the
attendance habits of students. Therefore, this sample may not represent chronically absent
students.
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Results
The average age of participants was 23.6 years old, with a minimum and maximum of 19 and 60,
respectively. Sixty percent of respondents were Caucasian, 32% were Hispanic/Latino, 4% were
African American, and 4% classified themselves as “other.” About 30% of respondents reported
being sophomores, 40% were juniors, and 30% were seniors. Also, the average number of
classes not attended in the four weeks prior to the focus groups was 3.2 (SD = 2.5).
Data analysis revealed four themes explaining the reasons why undergraduate students choose
not to attend class. The themes were arranged in accordance with Dunkin and Biddle’s (1974)
Model for the Study of Classroom Teaching and included (a) teacher attributes, (b) student
attributes, (c) process variables, and (d) context variables.
Teacher Attributes
Participants expressed that the role of the professor in the classroom plays a large part in whether
a student will attend class. Participants agreed that the professor instructs them on what they
need to know and “it’s a lot easier with somebody guiding you through the process instead of
trying to do it on your own” (S5) and being in class helped students learn beyond what was
assigned in a textbook (S7; S9; S12; S15; S16; S22). Additionally, participants conveyed that
their rapport with teachers played a key role in class attendance. Students were more likely to
attend class if they felt the professor remembered who they were or would notice if they were
absent (S2; S6; S8; S11; S23). Students wanted to be more than a “name on a piece of paper”
(S5). Participants were more likely to attend class when the professor was “more involved with
their students” (S9). For example, when teachers paid attention to the students, asked students
questions to engage participation, and corrected student answers in a nice manner (S7; S8; S9;
S24). Students were less likely to attend class if the teacher made them feel “stupid” (S6; S9;
S15; S24). Students reported that when they “try so hard but the professor doesn’t see it,” and
“when they try to get help [but,] they [teachers] don’t want to help” (S6), the students were less
likely to attend class. Students wanted professors to be there for the students and “not here for
them[selves]” (S14). Students who did not have a rapport with the professor or did not like the
professor were less likely to attend class (S7; S8; S10; S24).
Participant S6 in this study continuously communicated that a professor’s strictness will play a
role in a student’s desire to attend class. Participants also felt that if attendance was “stricter,”
Sul Ross State University would have a better academic climate (S1; S5; S6; S12). Participant
S1 stated they would rather show up for class “where I know every single day that the teacher is
going to take at least a small grade compared to the classes where I know we are just going over
lectures for the next three weeks until that test comes.” Participants reported that when
professors had mandatory attendance in the form of sign-in sheets and/or weekly quizzes, there
was a greater incentive to attend class because attendance was factored into their grades (S5; S6;
S23; S24).
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Many participants expressed that a professor’s enthusiasm or lack thereof for course material
played a role in a student’s decision to attend class. Participants expressed when the professor is
“monotone” (S2; S6; S7; S8), the lack of expressiveness makes students want to “fall asleep”
(S8; S6) and not want to be in the class. A student stated that if a professor would just simply
move around the classroom or vary their voice, these changes would make a boring topic a little
more interesting (S2). Participants preferred when “the professor is more enthused to teach”
(S15) and passionate about the subject (S15; S16; S17; S18; S21). They expressed enthusiasm
for teaching, and the subject matter motivated them to attend class (S15; S16; S17; S18; S21).
Student Attributes
Participants placed more emphasis on classes for their major than general education classes,
since major classes are more specific in content knowledge (S1; S4; S6; S7; S8; S9; S9; S10;
S11; S12; S13; S18; S19; S20). Participants also expressed major courses continuously build
upon each other, and as a result, some believed it was more important to attend cumulative
classes (S2; S4). Some participants felt general education classes were “almost pointless” (S11)
because the information did not apply to their major or career of interest (S6; S7; S11; S14; S19).
Participant’s responses also indicated they missed class for physiological reasons (S2; S4; S5;
S6; S7; S9; S11; S23). To that end, participant S5 felt it was acceptable to skip class if they were
sick or ill. Some participants indicated they were more likely to miss a general education course
versus a course required in their major for an illness (S2; S4; S5). Other participants admitted to
skipping class if they were “tired” (S6; S7; S9; S11; S23).
Participants expressed that they prioritized which classes to attend (S1; S2; S3; S4; S5; S8).
Participant S3 stated one factor used in this prioritization was how well they were doing or the
grade they currently had in the class. Participants professed they had skipped class to study or
finish work for another class (S1; S14; S15; S16; S17; S18; S19; S20; S21; S22). Current
academic performance and their confidence in their ability to obtain a desired grade influenced if
they would skip a particular class to finish classwork or study for a class in which their grade
was below a desired level (S1; S2; S8; S14). If participants perceived they understood the course
material at a personally satisfactory level, or they believed they were not being challenged by the
course material, they were also more likely to choose to skip class or only attend on test days
(S1; S2; S3; S5; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S14).
Participants were likely to place greater emphasis on personal matters than attending class.
Consequently, participants were more likely to skip class for family or work-related situations
(S1; S12; S13; S16; S18; S20). Some participants expressed the need to put their families first
and schoolwork second (S1; S12; S16; S20). For example, caring for small children often meant
participants were not able to complete their homework until late at night, and this made morning
classes harder to attend (S1; S11; S12). Participants also put personal health, such as diseases,
disorders, and allergies, above attending class (S6; S11; S20). If participants felt stressed out or
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“overwhelmed” (S5) from class or life, they noted skipping class in order to “not think about it”
(S5) or to regroup before their next class (S5; S18; S19; S20). Participants were also more likely
to miss class for work if they needed money to attend college (S2; S7; S18). Some participants
missed class for social reasons such as partying or watching sports (S13; S16).
Process Variables
Material being covered in class was an important factor in participants’ decision to attend class.
Participants were more likely to skip lectures if they felt they already knew the material being
presented in class (S1; S3; S6; S16). Additionally, if students felt they could easily make up the
work or obtain the material from the book, they were more likely to skip class (S1; S3; S6; S7;
S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S17). Conversely, if quizzes, tests, or graded assignments were given,
participants felt more inclined to attend (S1; S3; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S17). Some
participants were more inclined to skip the first day of the semester, because they perceived the
instructor would discuss the syllabus, and they felt going over the syllabus was not important
(S1; S6). Participants were also more likely to skip the day after an exam (S1; S5; S19). Two
participants stated they were more likely to attend class if there was a guest lecture (S19; S20).
Participants further expressed that the way a class was taught and the learning activities used
affected their decision to attend class; the more involved they are in class, the more likely they
were to attend (S1; S2; S6; S9; S18; S20). Participants preferred “fun” (S16) activities such as
games or other competitive activities to keep students engaged (S16; S17). Participants were
also more likely to attend class when the professor used questions or discussions to engage
students (S6; S7; S16; S19). Some students preferred working in groups that “[get] the class
involved.” (S6) and liked having the opportunity to learn with other students (S6; S7; S16).
Participant S9 felt there was greater emphasis on attending class when working in groups
because their input affects other people and their grades. Participant S1 expressed appreciation
when professors put in the effort to make classes more engaging through personal “experiences
and projects they’ve worked on.” Participants did not appreciate when professors read off of the
PowerPoint slides (S7; S8; S11; S13; S12; S16;) or assigned work they perceived as “busy work”
(S13) such as answering questions from the textbook or watching a movie and answering
questions (S13; S18; S19).
Context Variables
Some participants felt mandatory class attendance was extremely beneficial because it gave
incentive to not miss class material (S1; S4; S6; S9; S16; S19). However, other students felt the
decision to attend class should remain with the student since they are paying to attend college
(S2; S6; S10; S18). When class attendance was not mandatory, participants expressed that their
peers, as well as themselves, were less likely to attend class (S1; S2; S3; S4; S5; S6; S12). Some
participants perceived that mandatory class attendance positively influenced their course grade
(S1; S16).
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Difficulty of the material also played a role in attendance. Some participants reported that if the
material was too difficult, overwhelming, or caused stress, they would consider not showing up
to class (S1; S5; S11). Furthermore, as the difficulty of a course increased, or as the course
progressed, participants perceived that less of their peers show up to class (S1; S11). Participant
S6 noted that some students take non-challenging classes as a “joke” (S6), and some stated, if
they know a professor gives “an easy A,” students will just show up for exams (S1; S6; S11).
Participants also expressed that if a course is not as challenging, they were less likely to attend
class because they were confident in their ability to make up the work or be prepared enough for
a test (S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12).
Participants felt class size was a factor in deciding whether or not to attend class (S4; S6; S7; S8;
S9; S10; S11; S19). Participants felt that in smaller classes and labs, professors and teaching
assistants would notice if they were absent, making participants want to attend class more,
whereas, in a bigger class, they would not be noticed nearly as much (S4; S7; S8; S12; S19;
S20). However, participants preferred smaller classes because of the one-on-one attention from
the professor and fewer distractions from the rest of their peers (S4; S6; S7; S8; S12; S19; S20).
Class scheduling played a key role in participants’ attendance. Participants were more likely to
miss early morning classes (S1; S5; S6; S7; S8; S9; S10; S11; S12; S13; S14; S16; S19),
whereas some participants perceived morning classes as part of the college commitment (S2;
S16; S18). Participants were more likely to miss classes on Thursdays and Fridays as these
classes cut into their personal lives such as driving home on the weekends, partying, and schoolsponsored activities such as athletics and rodeo (S1; S2; S3; S6; S7; S14; S16; S17; S18; S23).
Participants were also more likely to miss class if it conflicted with their work schedule (S1; S2;
S6; S5; S7), and some placed work life ahead of their academic commitments (S8; S17).
Moreover, when there were large time gaps in participants’ schedules, students reported they
were more likely to skip class (S6; S7; S11; S12; S18; S20). Students indicated they used the
time to rest (S11) and complete homework (S6; S7). Other students stated a large time gap
caused laziness, and as a result, they did not go back to class (S19; S23). Participants felt that
they were often locked into their schedules because of limited offerings; thus, they needed to
plan schedules out well in advance to make sure they took all of their required coursework,
further limiting the flexibility of their schedules (S6; S7; S10). Participants felt that if some
classes were offered online, it could help alleviate some of the scheduling stress (S6; S7).
Weather influenced participants’ motivation to attend class (S6; S7; S10; S18). Icy conditions,
“really cold” (S7; S18), and “bad weather” (S6; S7) were given as reasons given for missing
class. Participants were also more likely to skip classes in order to attend extracurricular
activities (S2; S3; S17) and resume-building activities, such as volunteering, research, or work
experience, because they felt the need to build skills for their future careers (S5; S7; S9; S14;
S10; S17; S18; S20).
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Conclusions
Results revealed that reasons for absenteeism grouped into four themes: (a) teacher attributes, (b)
student attributes, (c) process variables, and (d) context variables. These attributes and variables
align with the findings of other researchers (e.g., Friedman et al., 2013; Moore et al., 2008;
Stripling et al., 2013). However, while the themes align with those found by other studies, this
study provides an in-depth description of students’ reasons for absenteeism at a small, regional,
minority-serving institution.
Regarding teacher attributes, participants professed they were more likely to attend classes in
which they had a positive rapport with the instructor and if the instructor exhibited characteristics
of effective teachers, such as those put forward by Rosenshine and Furst (1971). This finding is
congruent with earlier literature, which reported that students were more likely to miss class
when teachers were ineffective. Students were also more willing to attend class when professors
facilitated the learning process and noticed students’ effort. Additionally, participants valued a
low-risk learning environment where they could actively participate without fear of being made
to feel stupid or corrected in a harsh manner. Theoretically, this low-risk environment could
help improve self-efficacy and lower stress and anxiety, which Moore et al. (2008) stated could
increase motivation. Furthermore, students noted that strict attendance policies encouraged
higher attendance rates.
Related to student attributes, participants professed they were more committed to attending
major-specific over general education courses due to the cumulative nature and perceived
relevance of major-specific courses. Participants also reported missing class for physiological
reasons, such as sickness and being tired. Additionally, participants prioritized class attendance
based upon academic performance, assignments due, future exams, knowledge of course content,
family and work obligations, financial needs, and their social life. These student attributes are
consistent with Friedman et al. (2001), Stripling et al. (2013), Van Blerkom (1992), and Westrick
et al. (2009).
In relation to process variables, students were more likely to be absent from class when teachercentered activities, such as lecture were used as compared to a class session in which students
expected social- or student-centered activities such as games, questioning and discussion, and
graded work (i.e., test, quiz). Furthermore, they were more likely to not attend class when
content could be obtained from the book or online and when class activities were perceived as
busywork, such as answering questions from a textbook or watching a movie and answering
questions. These findings are similar to those of Stripling et al. (2013) and Westrick et al.
(2009).
Context variables such as an attendance policy or mandatory attendance, perceived rigor of the
course, time and day the course was offered, class size, weather, perceived need to engage in
resume-building activities, and timing of extracurricular activities influenced attendance. To that
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end, students were more likely to attend classes smaller in size and with an attendance policy,
high rigor, offered in the afternoon, and on Monday, Tuesday, and Wednesday. Precipitation
and cold weather, the perceived need to engage in out-of-class resume-building activities, and
extracurricular activities also reduced class attendance. Works by Marburger (2001), Friedman
et al. (2001), Stripling et al. (2013), and Westrick et al. (2009) reported a similar influence of
context variables on class attendance.
Based on the results of this study, the following recommendations are given to faculty/instructors
for increasing class attendance: (a) take proactive steps to develop teacher-student rapport; (b)
show enthusiasm for teaching and the content; (c) be a facilitator of learning and acknowledge
students’ efforts in the learning process; (d) establish low-risk learning environments in which
students feel comfortable expressing varied perspectives, engaging in academic discussion, and
making and learning from mistakes; (e) develop and hold students accountable to an attendance
policy; (f) teach general education courses in a manner that explicitly connect content to future
use and citizenship; (g) plan social- and student-centered learning activities; and (h) use class
time for higher-order thinking or engaging students in cognitive tasks beyond remembering or
recalling information.
Also, based on the results of this study, we recommend administrators (a) promote the relevance
of general education among instructors and the student body; (b) investigate the feasibility and
appropriateness of reducing class size; (c) provide instructors with professional development
opportunities on engaging students in larger courses, developing teacher-student rapport, active
learning, and providing high-quality academically focused feedback to students; (d) conduct a
course scheduling analysis and if needed seek ways to improve efficiency; (e) determine if
additional online course offerings are appropriate for reducing family, work, and school
conflicts; and (f) provide university-sponsored resume building opportunities at various times.
Future research should investigate instructors’ knowledge of teacher and student attributes and
process and context variables that positively influence the learning environment and class
attendance. Future research should also seek to determine differences in reasons for absenteeism
based on student-level variables such as demographics and socioeconomic status. In addition,
future research should examine the influence that specific reasons for not attending class have on
class attendance. Lastly, class attendance and reasons for not attending class should be
investigated at other minority-serving institutions.
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Communities across the globe have begun planning for and adapting to climate
change. Cooperative Extension Service professionals are in a unique position to
use the resources available to them to facilitate climate change adaptation in
their communities. Adaptation planning is a local activity that must be context
specific. However, general recommendations can be made to help facilitate the
planning process. In this study, we conducted a systematic review of research
about climate change adaptation in communities to explore ideas that contribute
to successful adaptation-planning communication. We identified and reviewed 50
peer-reviewed articles that described various outreach efforts to engage
communities in planning for adaptation across a range of contexts and settings.
Five themes emerged addressing how to facilitate early stages of the climate
change adaptation process: establishing positive initial engagement,
incorporating participatory methods, using tools to facilitate understanding,
addressing trust and uncertainty, and maximizing limited time. Based on the
review and emergent themes, we offer practical recommendations for educators
and Cooperative Extension Service professionals as they engage communities in
climate change adaptation.
Keywords: climate change, adaptation, community, outreach, systematic review,
public engagement, Extension
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Introduction
Global climate change since the mid-20th century has been driven by anthropogenic activity
(IPCC, 2014b; Oreskes, 2004). Observable changes include an average global temperature
increase of .85°C from 1880 to 2012, warming oceans, increased precipitation in the northern
hemisphere, increased extreme weather events, ocean acidification due to increased CO2
absorption, decreased global crop yields, loss of polar snow and ice cover, and global sea rise
(IPCC, 2014b; Walsh et al., 2014). Global average temperature is expected to be between 2.5°C
and 7.8°C warmer by 2100 without mitigation efforts (IPCC, 2014b). The environmental and
subsequent social impacts of global climate change are expected to significantly impact coastal
communities, rain-dependent agriculture, accessible groundwater, marine fisheries, and the
ranges of pests and pathogens. Increases in storm events, wildfires, and floods could affect both
developed and developing nations (IPCC, 2014b).
Early communication and education about climate change focused on mitigation, i.e.,
interventions to decrease sources and increase the sinks of greenhouse gases (IPCC, 2014a). In
the 2000s, policymakers, practitioners, funders, and researchers began to more heavily promote
adaptation efforts as it became clear that climate changes were already being felt, particularly in
vulnerable regions and sectors of the world (Grothmann & Patt, 2005; McNamara & Buggy,
2017). These impacts involve changes to ecosystems services (Harley et al., 2006), agricultural
systems (Wiebe et al., 2015), and a host of threats to coastal areas due to sea level rise or storm
events (Nguyen et al., 2016). Human enterprises and communities have begun to adapt to
changing conditions (Adger et al., 2005; Grothmann & Patt, 2005). Climate change adaptation
refers to strategies in response to actual or expected climate changes that aim to reduce
vulnerability to or accrue benefits from climate change (IPCC, 2014a). Adaptation is
fundamentally different from mitigation because adaptation involves accepting that climate
change is happening and that humanity will live in a world affected by climate change; focuses
on tangible problems and solutions; can have immediate benefits, such as improved
infrastructure; does not involve agreeing on the cause of climate change; and therefore, has not
been as politicized (Moser, 2014). Planned climate change adaptation is a process involving
three identified phases (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010):
•
•
•

an understanding phase that involves identifying, defining, and learning more about
the specific problems at hand;
a planning phase that involves identifying and assessing options for action; and
a management phase in which chosen courses of action are implemented, monitored,
and evaluated.

International, national, and regional organizations have created adaptation plans, a process
usually driven by top-down decisions and analysis. Some of these top-down approaches are
necessary to align resources, technology, and implementation with national and international
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planning, but there are also shortcomings, primarily due to developing action plans on too large a
scale, especially when climate impacts vary greatly based on local circumstances (Adger et al.,
2005). Community-based adaptations to climate change use a bottom-up approach to craft
adaptations that might be more suitable for implementation, community by community
(McNamara & Buggy, 2017). Engaging the whole community or specific stakeholders within a
local community can increase support, feasibility, and relevance (Smit & Wandel, 2006).
Community typically refers to a geographic location, but it can also refer to groups who share
expertise, such as natural resource managers, tourism operators, emergency planners, or rural
farmers (Wenger, n.d.). These experts may also be part of the local geographic community.
Such community-based programs have become more common to address vulnerabilities to
climate change in rural and urban settings (Ayers & Forsyth, 2009; Mannke, 2011; Murphy et
al., 2016).
The goal of involving communities in adaptation creates an important role for local educators
and Cooperative Extension Service (CES) professionals to facilitate information exchange and
guide a process that enables a community to understand potential problems, evaluate future risks,
identify reasonable options, and sustain appropriate behaviors in response to changing
environmental conditions (Moser & Ekstom, 2010). Previous work with U.S. Cooperative
Extension agents has been driven by helping vulnerable audiences better understand climate
change and what they can do to reduce their risk. Adaptation is a topic of interest to Extension
professionals and key audiences (e.g., planners, farmers, and foresters), with some audiences
being more receptive to hearing about adaptation than mitigation (Boby et al., 2016; Bowers et
al., 2016; Diehl et al., 2016, 2017; Hibbs et al., 2014; Jones & Lenart, 2014). As people learn
more about adaptation requirements, they may become more supportive of mitigation efforts
(Adger, 2003; Evans et al., 2014).
This study builds on documented priorities of adaptation-related education programs by offering
educators and agents suggestions for helping communities identify and plan for feasible
adaptations to climate change (i.e., the first two stages of Moser & Ekstom’s (2010) adaptation
process). We conducted a systematic review of the literature to identify, review, and synthesize
research studies that explored how educators and communicators have facilitated community
engagement for climate change adaptation planning.
Methods
A systematic review uses standardized and explicit methods to identify, screen, and analyze
research studies relevant to a chosen topic (Gough et al., 2017). Our review process was guided
by systematic review steps and protocols presented in Cooper (2010) and Gough et al. (2017)
and from lessons we learned when conducting a previous systematic review of our experience
(Monroe et al., 2019).
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We used academic databases to locate research about climate change adaptation and local
communities. We chose the EBSCOhost database, as it searches across multiple databases,
including educational research databases (e.g., Education Full Text) and environmental research
databases (e.g., GreenFile). Based on preliminary search results, we selected the following set of
search terms: global warming or climate change, and adaptation and community. To further
constrain the search, we used an additional set of search terms to identify research focused on
community outreach with adults: extension, informal education, adult, stakeholders, or outreach.
We ran the search in the EBSCO database in August 2016 using access provided through the
University of Florida’s library website. The EBSCOhost database identified sources that had the
specified search terms in the following fields: abstract, author, subject, keyword, and title. The
initial search yielded 306 unique citation records that were exported to Zotero, a bibliographic
management research tool that facilitated the vetting process.
To identify relevant search results, we conducted multiple rounds of review. In the first round of
review, two team members read the abstract for each citation record and applied a set of decision
rules to determine relevance. The decision rules were:
1. Is adaptation to climate change/global warming a focus of the article?
Yes – Go to #2.
No – Exclude.
2. Is youth (ages 0-18) the target audience or focus of the article?
Yes – Exclude.
No – Go to #3.
3. Is some form of audience engagement described, implemented, or evaluated?
Yes – Include.
No – Exclude.
If two team members did not agree on exclusion/inclusion, a third member reviewed the abstract
and cast the deciding vote. In a few cases, when the third reviewer was still unsure, a fourth
reviewer from the study team would perform a cursory reading of the entire article to determine
its relevance. In this initial round, 217 records were excluded from further review, as they did
not involve some level of engagement of adult audiences with adaptation to climate change.
Excluded articles might have described research studies about stakeholder perspectives without
engaging them, or climate change adaptation may simply have not been the focus of the study.
For the remaining 89 records, two team members reviewed each full document and confirmed if
it was indeed relevant to our study. We performed this second round of review using the same
decision tree used in the first round. A further 36 articles were excluded. Another two articles
were eliminated when we could not locate full-text versions. After all rounds of review, 51
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articles were identified as candidates for analysis. Two team members coded each article for
categories such as study context, location, purpose, and recommendations. During analysis, an
additional article was eliminated from the final sample as we determined it did not involve
community engagement, leaving 50 articles for review.
Analysis of these 50 articles was an iterative process. Two team members summarized each
article, identifying key points and lessons learned that would be relevant to practitioners. The
results from these analyses were collected into a single table, which was used to guide discussion
among the team members about recurring threads (e.g., concepts, points, and lessons). Team
members then worked individually to synthesize insights from studies along particular threads
and met again to discuss findings. Through an iterative process of individual work, group
discussions, and revisions, the key insights were organized into emergent themes related to
community engagement with adaptation.
Results
The results of the review are organized into two sections: (1) description of the reviewed studies
and (2) themes about adaptation planning communication. The description of the reviewed
studies section gives an overview of the study settings, contexts, communication tools, and
processes reported on in each study. This section suggests what is currently being explored in
research about community adaptation.
The second section of the results, themes about adaptation planning communication, presents
themes from our qualitative analysis of what can be learned about adaptation communication
from these papers. The set of themes is not presented here as a necessary theoretical construct
but rather as a useful tool for making sense of recurring insights that came from the 50 articles
regarding effective community engagement strategies for climate change adaptation programs.
In addition, the studies included in this review focused almost exclusively on the understanding
and planning phases of adaptation, with little reporting of the management phase (Moser &
Ekstrom, 2010). Possible implications of this focus are included in the discussion section of this
article.
Description of Reviewed Studies
The reviewed studies were from across the globe, with the greatest number coming from Asia
(see Figure 1). Five studies (Jost et al., 2016; Park et al., 2012; Serrao-Neumann et al., 2013;
Wongbusarakum et al., 2015; Wright et al., 2014) involved research in multiple regions and are
counted more than once in the data presented in Figure 1. At the country level, Australia had the
most studies (n = 8), followed by Canada (n = 6) and the continental United States (n = 5).
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Figure 1. Geographic Location of Studies
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Pacific
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North America
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The reviewed studies examined adaptation in a variety of contexts (see Table 1 in the Appendix).
Many studies focused on natural resource management in general (e.g., Bardsley & Sweeney,
2010; Cross et al., 2013; Girvetz et al., 2014; Lukasiewicz et al., 2016) or on a specific natural
resource such as water (e.g., Bormann et al., 2012; Hasse & Weingaertner, 2016) or forests (e.g.,
André & Jonsson, 2015; Galicia et al., 2015). Agriculture was also a common context that
included studies focused on row crops (e.g., Bartels et al., 2013), subsistence farming
(Chaudhury et al., 2016), and ranchers and rangelands (Christmann et al., 2015). A handful of
studies examined specific, local contexts, such as surf lifesaving clubs (Richards et al., 2016),
public health risks (Bell et al., 2015), and tsunami disaster planning (Henly-Shepard et al., 2015).
A number of researchers appeared to have designed their study around some recognized
vulnerability to climate change. Many studies highlighted coastal and island communities (e.g.,
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Butler et al., 2014, 2015; Cone et al., 2013; Jude, 2008; Mamauag et al., 2013). Some studies
emphasized work with rural communities (e.g., Dwamena et al., 2011; Jost et al., 2016; Park et
al., 2012) or urban populations (e.g., Dempsey & Fisher, 2005; Eames et al., 2013; Sheppard et
al., 2011). A few studies looked at special geographic characteristics that increased vulnerability
to climate change, including remote arctic regions (Pearce et al., 2012), glaciated mountains
(Byers et al., 2014), and ecologically sensitive areas (e.g., Ross et al., 2015).
In addition to context, Table 1 presents the type of engagement associated with each study, the
adaptation phases addressed based on Moser and Ekstrom’s (2010) framework for the process of
planned adaptation, and each of the identified themes discussed in our results. Almost all of the
studies described the implementation of workshops, although a handful of studies also reported
on other types of engagement, such as focus groups and meetings. Most studies emphasized the
understanding or planning phases, with fewer studies describing some aspect of the management
phase.
Adaptation Planning Communication Themes
We identified the following five themes about communicating adaptation planning with
communities. Studies with specific information on strategies that appear to improve
communication are highlighted under each theme.
Theme 1: Establishing Positive Initial Engagement. Having positive initial engagement with
the community is an important first step in creating successful community adaptation planning.
To establish initial engagement with stakeholders, the researchers in our reviewed studies
focused on selection of participants and incorporating appropriate entry activities. Both of these
steps are described below.
Multiple studies observed that engaging stakeholders during the adaptation planning process
begins with identifying the right participants. Characteristics that described the “right”
participants varied to some degree, but typically included a combination of knowledge, expertise,
leadership, or representation of a particular social group. Eames et al. (2013) focused on
disciplinary expertise when identifying participants, and Matthews et al. (2008) acknowledged a
bias toward practical land management in their decision-making stakeholders. Andersson et al.
(2013) focused on “Extension champions”—farmers who had a pre-existing, positive
relationship with CES professionals and were viewed as leaders in their community.
Many authors wanted to achieve a diversity of participants. Bhave et al. (2013) placed high
importance on including stakeholders from state-, district-, and community-level scales of
interest. Langsdale et al. (2009) similarly advocated for a “diverse and balanced representation”
(p. 377) of stakeholders. Lemieux et al. (2014) aimed for a “heterogeneous cross-section” (p.
127) representing eleven different sectors. Several studies emphasized the importance of
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including both formal and informal leaders (Bardsley & Rogers, 2011; Butler et al., 2014;
Matthews et al., 2008).
Identifying participants was often achieved through some combination of researcher and
stakeholder input. Langsdale et al. (2009) used the researchers’ personal networks to identify
participants. Ross et al. (2015) described a carefully designed process for selecting and inviting
workshop participants that involved stakeholder analysis, Internet searches, and networking to
identify representatives from key local sectors and organizations. A more open strategy of
snowball sampling to solicit suggestions for stakeholders had the benefit of keeping the selection
process transparent and inclusive and helped to establish active participants in the process
(Chaudhury et al., 2016). André and Jonsson (2015) described a similar process in which an
initial group of stakeholders was asked to identify other potential participants. A few studies
used a process that opened participation to the public by sending out mass invitations through
key informants (e.g., extension professionals) or stakeholder organizations (Andersson et al.,
2012; Bartels et al., 2013), but this was less common.
Following participant selection, starting the adaptation planning with appropriate entry activities
helped simplify the complexity and, if necessary, diffused the politicization of climate change.
Appropriate entry activities that engaged instead of silencing participants included discussing
recent extreme weather concerns and vulnerabilities and presenting local and context specific
data. Bartels et al. (2013) successfully established long-term stakeholder participation in part by
organizing initial workshops around timeline stories and seasonal climatic concerns related to
natural variation in weather patterns rather than discussing climate change with farmers.
Subsequent workshops expanded this discussion to include adaptation measures associated with
climate change. Several studies reported initiating discussions in the context of vulnerabilities
(Jost et al., 2016; Mamauag et al., 2013; Park et al., 2012; Piya et al. 2013). Using an approach
similar to Bartels et al. (2012), Galicia et al. (2015) focused on present vulnerabilities associated
with land-use policies before identifying vulnerabilities with stakeholders coupled with scientific
predictions of future climate variability.
Several studies stressed the importance of beginning with risk-related, local-scale data that are
directly relevant to stakeholders. Examples of local-scale data included stakeholder exposure to
bushfires under drying climatic conditions (Preston et al., 2009) and estimated probabilities of
winter wildfires, lower winter agricultural yields, dam breaks, and lack of household water
(Andersson et al., 2013). Several studies in coastal areas focused on flooding and coastal erosion
due to sea level rise (Dempsey & Fisher, 2005; Licuanan et al., 2015; Wadey et al., 2015).
Encouraging stakeholders to provide their own experiences in the context of the local data often
helped stakeholders engage in discussions from the beginning (e.g., Bartels et al., 2013; Bell et
al. 2015; Girvetz et al., 2014).
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Theme 2: Supporting Engagement Using a Participatory Approach. Once initial
engagement was achieved, authors of reviewed studies often described employing participatory
and collaborative strategies to support direct interaction with stakeholders, tap into local
knowledge and expertise, and support social learning. In this study, we use the term
“participatory approach” to describe methods designed to encourage active participation of
stakeholders in decision-making and action-taking (Few et al., 2007). For example, Ross et al.
(2015) created a series of climate roundtables with diverse community members and government
organizations in Australia to build collective efficacy for adaptation planning. Their detailed
analysis of what was intended, what happened, and what worked suggests region-wide planning
can be tackled with a series of community meetings. Influence diagrams, a type of systems
concept map, helped groups understand multiple pathways of impacts and consequences (Ross et
al. 2015). Bartels et al. (2013) reversed conventional roles of specialists and stakeholders, with
farmers taking the primary role in initial discussions while specialists took the role of listeners.
After a workshop creating a timeline of past climate events, pairs of one stakeholder and one
Extension specialist described a specific adaptation strategy to the group, including potential
risks and benefits, given their experiences.
Researchers often described a desire to not only initiate stakeholder involvement in adaptation
planning but also to support stakeholder participation in a way that led to meaningful, continued
involvement. Time spent building personal connections among stakeholders can increase the
likelihood that stakeholders will continue to participate in the process of adaptation planning
(Andersson et al., 2013). To build local capacity and begin an adaptation program in Canada,
Picketts et al. (2012) divided community planners and leaders into small groups with each group,
including representatives from different sectors. Group work enabled more individuals to
participate in discussions, with up to five priority impacts presented to the full group for
discussion. Engagement remained high throughout the workshop, and participants continued to
engage in climate adaptation efforts even after the workshop was over. Tschakert et al. (2014)
worked with stakeholders over 3.5 years through 15 different activities. For example, strategies
such as community theatre, walking journeys, and risk mapping supplemented environmental
monitoring, scenario building, and anticipatory capacity assessments to help participants
envision and work toward the future. Iterative learning strategies were essential to identifying
practical adaptive strategies that enabled participants to overcome feelings of helplessness.
In addition to encouraging sustained stakeholder involvement, researchers used participatory
methods as a way to tap into local knowledge and experience. Combinations of scientists and
stakeholders helped bridge bottom-up and top-down efforts to plan adaptation strategies
(Christmann et al., 2015; Matthews et al., 2008), with strategies to facilitate communication
being essential. In India, stakeholders from different education and socioeconomic backgrounds
were interviewed separately to ensure representation of all perspectives (Bhave et al. 2013).
Even so, facilitator intervention was needed to draw out reluctant voices. Strategies such as a
“problem web-solution web” brainstorming tool enabled a group to map climate-related
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vulnerability aspects and adaptive measures, which then generated discussion among those with
broader experience. Frazier et al. (2010) assembled different community leaders and asked them
to work in groups (e.g., emergency preparedness, planning) and then report out to others for a
facilitated discussion. These concurrent focus groups allowed experts to contribute their
knowledge to a multi-perspective planning discussion. Bardsley and Sweeney (2010) found that
applied and participatory GIS modeling projects had difficulty due to the perception among
stakeholders of a lack of quality data and uncertainty of the models. However, in one case,
participants (apple growers) felt that the program successfully combined technical and local
knowledge by using a stepwise approach involving a series of workshops and technical
development.
Finally, researchers sometimes reported using participatory methods to encourage social
learning, which occurs when stakeholders learn from and build stronger connections with each
other (Reed et al., 2010). In groups of experts and citizens, social learning means both groups
contribute their perspectives and gain information through interaction. To support social
learning, Matthews et al. (2008) found discussions among scientists and agricultural decisionmakers were essential to create a shared understanding of climate projections and reasonable
adaptations. Working in Scotland, they explored how to present complex, downscaled climate
change projections. Complex graphs required interpretation, interaction with researchers, and
questions from participants to best convey the information, which led to opportunities for
dialogue and learning. Christmann et al. (2015) described how interviews and surveys of
stakeholders in Uzbekistan prior to workshops enabled organizers to build on participants’
perceptions and create drawings and symbols that could be blended with climate data.
Participant reflections indicated the process enabled them to see individual weather events as
part of a larger climatic trend, coordinate efforts across the rangelands, and discuss longer-term
strategies. Henly-Shepard et al. (2015) reported on iterative participatory modeling workshops
in Hawaii that engaged members of the community in disaster planning. Fuzzy-logic cognitive
mapping and scenario modeling enabled the group to challenge their original beliefs and
generate more adequate ideas of their vulnerability in the future.
Theme 3: Using Tools to Facilitate Understanding. Tools, defined in this study as formal,
structured methods that can be replicated, often proved to be a useful part of community
adaptation planning. Tools allowed participants to collectively gain a better understanding of the
impact of climate change, gather more information on possible effects, better define the problem
that will occur in their specific context due to climate change, and develop and then assess
various adaption options. Tools were used to build a common understanding of current and
future impacts of climate change and possible adaptation scenarios.
Several studies showcased the importance of tools that used visualization to facilitate the process
of gathering and using adaptation relevant information. Wadey et al. (2015) held public
viewings of a film showing simulated coastal flooding scenarios. They reported increased
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engagement and concern regarding sea level rise among those who viewed the fly-through
simulations. Researchers frequently used various forms of maps and mapping exercises. Bell et
al. (2015) used time-series, granular data to develop local, overlaid maps that showed both
historical and projected climatic changes. Preston et al. (2009) provided participants with
multiple maps showing vulnerability to climate impacts as well as the individual components
included in vulnerability scores (e.g., bushfire exposure, climate sensitivity, and adaptive
capacity). Several researchers reported on web-based maps. Dempsey and Fisher (2005)
described a web-based tool that allowed stakeholders to access geographical information about
climate change impact and land-use change. Lieske (2015) described a tool that allowed
stakeholders to move around a digital map, toggle between different layers of data (e.g., flood
level projections, social vulnerability index), and add their own map features.
Recognizing the value of acknowledging and prioritizing each stakeholder’s own knowledge and
experience, researchers used historical timelines, sketches, and other figures to integrate
scientific data with information provided by stakeholders. Andersson et al. (2013), Bartels et al.
(2013), and Dwamena et al. (2011) reported successful use of timelines to elicit stakeholder
knowledge and increase understanding of broad-scale climatic trends. To ensure participation
from stakeholders with limited formal education, Girvetz et al. (2014), Tschaakert et al. (2014),
and Christmann et al. (2015) engaged participants in developing figures that combined scientific
data with participants’ sketches and symbols. Some studies reported using participatory
mapping exercises as a tool for producing visualizations that integrate biophysical data with
stakeholder knowledge. Dwamena et al. (2011) reported on the use of large three-dimensional
regional maps onto which participants used post-it notes and push-pins to overlay their own
“spatial memories” of community vulnerabilities, resources, and activities. This collectively
produced, three-dimensional model was reported as an effective tool for generating a common
understanding of the problem among stakeholders and improving future coordination of the
efforts of various organizations active in the region.
In some cases, researchers used tools to facilitate stakeholder participation in vulnerability
assessment. A participatory vulnerability assessment tool called Integrated Coastal Sensitivity,
Exposure, and Adaptive Capacity for Climate Change (I-C-SEA Change) was developed to help
non-experts in the tropical Indo-Pacific understand vulnerabilities associated with coastal
ecosystems (Licuanan et al., 2015). Participants were able to combine their knowledge and
experience with data related to erosion and marine flooding. Similarly, Vulnerability
Assessment Tool for Understanding Resilience of Fisheries (VA-TURF) is a vulnerability
assessment developed for fishers to assess coastal fisheries, reef ecosystems, and socioeconomics
in tropical fisheries in the Pacific (Mamauag et al., 2013). Both tools led to the empowerment of
community members to evaluate their own vulnerability and move toward adaptation.
A separate set of tools was used to help stakeholders visualize future climate impacts and
adaptation scenarios, facilitating the development and assessment of adaptation options. Preston
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et al. (2009) guided participants through a cognitive mapping process using simulation software
(Vensim) to produce a collective map that showed agreed-upon links between drivers, outcomes,
and management options allowing stakeholders to assess various adaptation options. Langsdale
et al. (2009) used a similar modeling program (Stella) to help workshop participants visualize
future scenarios and the impacts that management steps may have on those scenarios. Mapping
exercises were again helpful when assessing adaptation options. Frazier et al. (2010) began with
a GIS map that combined storm surge and sea level rise projections with data regarding social
and economic development to facilitate discussion about county planning in business
development, emergency management, and infrastructure. Similarly, Jude (2008) created
visualizations of future coastlines to help managers and the public select a management plan and
reported on the advantages and disadvantages of computer visualizations as a public education
tool. Sheppard et al. (2011) combined maps, photographs, diagrams, and storylines to develop
computer simulations to facilitate stakeholder discussions about a wide range of future scenarios
in workshops. Participants in these workshops reported a clearer understanding of local and
global connections in climate impacts and responses.
Theme 4: Addressing Trust and Uncertainty. Lack of trust and uncertainty are underlying
difficulties with climate change and adaptation planning. The studies we reviewed revealed
strategies to deal with building trust and the uncertainty inherent with a changing climate. In
some studies, the process of building trust began during initial engagement, as successfully
engaging stakeholders requires stakeholders to perceive the host institution to be credible and
trustworthy. Dempsey and Fisher (2005) suggested that perceived credibility “has more to do
with qualities and credentials of the source than with the scientific quality of the information” (p.
1506) and based their own presentations on IPCC data. Matthews et al. (2008) report that tables
of raw data were viewed as more credible and more salient than summaries for their audience of
decision-makers. Moreover, they saw managing participant expectations (i.e., establishing a
context in which stakeholders acknowledge the inherent uncertainty in climate impacts and view
their own and scientific knowledge as partial) as a key aspect of maintaining credibility.
Researchers suggested that using local data, relevant contexts, and clear language were most
helpful in developing trust with participants. Bormann et al. (2012) found that participants
trusted local knowledge more than scientific knowledge and opted to use a relatively short time
horizon for their discussions, which minimized uncertainty but unfortunately led to adaptation
recommendations that maintained the status quo. Stott and Huq (2013) suggested that
information that is too complex and abstract to understand is as ineffective as information that is
too basic or oversimplified. Information that has “technical terms and external concepts” (p.
385) may not connect with people and can create barriers to involvement. A balance between
complexity and simplification should create information that is appropriately translated to the
audience. Andersson et al. (2013) found that active engagement of agricultural extension agents
and their rapport with small farmers led to higher participation and more workshops attended by
the small farmers than other groups. Personable facilitators who are knowledgeable of climate
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change are essential, as the lack of scientific knowledge could become a barrier to effective
communication with stakeholders (Stott & Huq, 2014).
Finally, researchers reported using a variety of tools to address trust and uncertainty during the
engagement process. For instance, Butler et al. (2014), Luque et al. (2013), and Cross et al.
(2013) reported having workshop participants identify and prioritize “no-regret” actions that
would be useful in addressing climate change impacts but also in improving quality of life in the
context of any future climate scenarios (i.e., reducing poverty, improving housing). Bardsley
and Rogers (2011) used a tool, The Adaptation Challenge, to engage participants in learning,
building trust, and addressing uncertainty as they used local knowledge to adapt climate
projections. Using future scenarios, participants were able to consider contingency plans in the
face of significant variance (Cross et al., 2013). Andersson et al. (2013) described participantproduced matrices in which breakout groups quantitatively identified the severity and likelihood
of climate-related problems identified earlier in the workshop. Lemieux et al. (2014) used a
Policy Delphi approach, which they viewed as well-suited for situations with “significant
uncertainty” and in which “exact knowledge” and “historical precedent” are not available (p.
128). The Policy Delphi process focused on participant responses to a survey developed from
participant input during earlier stages of the workshop (e.g., pre-workshop online survey,
breakout sessions).
Theme 5: Maximizing Limited Time. Successful community adaption planning takes time
(Bardsley & Sweeney, 2010; Cone et al., 2013), as it requires stakeholders to acquire new skills
and mental models to understand the impacts of climate change, the context of the adaption, and
realistic adaption options. Repeated interaction and concerted effort to create personal
relationships with participants can increase return rate in future adaptation planning activities
(Andersson et al., 2013) and allow participants to build trust in the host institution, facilitators,
and process (Bartels et al., 2013). Matthews et al. (2008) suggested an iterative process “rather
than one-off contact with stakeholders” (p. 71) was important to their social-learning approach.
Langsdale et al. (2009) found that during their participatory watershed modeling, it was
important to engage participants for 40 to 60 hours in the participatory process before they built
trust in the model. Yet, researchers in our sample struggled with getting stakeholders to commit
the necessary time. Picketts et al. (2014) cited time as the biggest drawback to participation,
explaining they limited their program to a one-day workshop because many invitees indicated
they could not commit to more than one day. Langsdale et al. (2009) reported poor attendance
by elected officials due to their inability to commit to the five-workshop program. Andersson et
al. (2013) noted the importance of avoiding busy times of the year for their stakeholders (e.g.,
planting and harvesting).
Authors of reviewed studies offered several guidelines to maximize the limited time available for
planning and interaction with stakeholders. In many cases, researchers disseminated information
about climate change prior to holding a workshop. Cross et al. (2013) provided participants with
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access to pre-workshop webinars that took the place of introductory presentations that would
have been a part of the workshop. Before one community-based adaptation workshop,
participants received documents describing historic climate trends and information about climate
variability and future projections (Picketts et al., 2012).
At the beginning of engagement, establishing clear, agreed-upon program foci and objectives
helped keep discussions on track and increased stakeholder satisfaction with the outcomes
(Andersson et al., 2013; Byers et al., 2014; Langsdale et al., 2009). Cross et al. (2013) had
participants complete pre-workshop surveys to identify features (e.g., natural fire regime) to
focus the adaptive-planning exercises. Similarly, Cone et al. (2013) used information from
experts and a combination of results from pre-workshop surveys and interviews to develop a
causal map as a starting point for workshop discussions. Girvetz et al. (2014) developed a
vulnerability assessment prior to workshops based on existing literature and input from a subset
of local experts and stakeholders. This assessment became a starting point for participants to
amend and supplement with their own observations during the workshops. As part of a series of
workshops, Cross et al. (2013) provided participants in later workshops with a draft conceptual
model created in prior workshops upon which the participants could build.
Additional Thoughts About the Adaptation Planning Communication Themes
Since most of the papers in our review explore the Understanding and Planning phases of
community adaptation work, these five themes are most useful to organizers and Extension
professionals who are introducing and teaching about climate adaptations to their communities.
The themes are not independent of each other and have interesting overlaps. Establishing a
positive and engaging relationship and maintaining that atmosphere throughout the activity helps
to increase trust and explain relevant uncertainty (our theme four). This is also likely to facilitate
participatory methods that enable all stakeholders to engage (our theme two). Similarly, those
participatory methods may help increase understanding and trust, but they are also likely to take
time, creating a tension between our themes two and five.
Discussion and Conclusions
As climate change impacts are felt in the most vulnerable regions of the planet, communitybased processes to identify and implement adaptations to climate change are a critical step to
increasing resilience. Both the factors that affect and define vulnerability and the strategies used
to implement change are deeply steeped in social contexts. Participatory approaches that reflect
and adapt to the local community are nearly universal. They can be designed to enhance social
learning, build social capital, and increase community capacity to create change. Cone et al.
(2013) emphasize the importance of putting “scientists, communicators, and publics into
dialogue about what they know, what it means, and how to put it to work…, using group
processes and visible thinking routines” (p. 357). McNamara and Buggy (2017) noted that the
long-term success of these approaches is dependent upon a parallel process of institutionalizing,
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mainstreaming, and upscaling community-based adaptions. The very facilitators, educators, and
Extension agents who are helping guide these processes are a likely source of networking and
leadership in this regard. These professions include an approach to program development and
formative evaluation that may enable them to engage in the type of experimentation, action
research, and iterative learning that is needed to navigate this new territory (Reed et al., 2015).
Extension agents and educators who are part of a broader network are also well-positioned to
address the critical crosscutting barriers that affect each step of the adaptation process:
leadership, resources, communication and information, and values and beliefs (Moser &
Ekstrom, 2010). Skilled leaders (including those in each community) can facilitate engaging
processes that respect stakeholders; elicit participation; and maintain transparent, creative, and
relevant activities. Resources such as expertise, information, and time may be more available
than funding and technology in some regions and stand a greater chance of becoming available
with the commitment of an institutional network than an individual community. Communication
and information are essential at every phase of the process, both within the community and
between the community and decision-makers at larger scales. Values and beliefs held by each
participant affect their perceptions, their engagement, and the outcome of the process (Moser &
Ekstrom, 2010). Educators and Extension agents are likely to bring an understanding of these
concerns and training to overcome these barriers.
In the context of three phases of adaptation programs, we see the five themes identified in this
study as applying to multiple phases in different ways. For example, theme three, “using tools to
facilitate understanding,” includes tools for improving stakeholder understanding of the
challenges presented by past climate impacts (Understanding Phase) as well as understanding of
likely future impacts (Planning Phase). Similarly, theme four, “addressing trust and
uncertainty,” includes techniques to build and maintain trust in leaders of the adaptation process,
in scientific insights regarding past and future climate impacts, and in other stakeholders. Again,
these techniques begin in the first stages of the process and continue throughout. In this way, we
believe that the insights gleaned from the studies reviewed help to flesh out for practitioners the
theoretical framework provided by Moser and Ekstom (2010).
Limitations
The selection of search terms used in this study limited results, and we certainly missed papers
that were relevant but lacked the exact words we used. Additionally, the peer-reviewed literature
tends to promote research findings, such that case descriptions of successful community-based
adaptation projects are either not reported or are used to illustrate a research question and may
not be captured in the abstracts. Finally, our search process did not include non-peer-reviewed
literature, which is a likely source of project reports that detail community-based climate change
adaptation efforts. Particularly with the recent grant-funded activity through international and
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development non-governmental organizations (NGOs), some innovative strategies have been
missed by our reliance on the peer-reviewed literature.
Recommendations for Engaging Communities in Climate Change Adaptation
Based on the systematic review of the 50 identified articles and the five themes that emerged
about community adaptation planning, we suggest the following recommendations for Extension
professionals and other educators and communicators working with communities to address
climate change adaptation:
•
•

•

•

•

•

•

•

Taking time to identify all key stakeholders prior to the beginning of the process
increases the likelihood of broad adoption of actions and plans.
Placing stakeholder knowledge and perspectives at the center of the discussion from
the beginning of the planning process can increase participation and receptiveness to
scientific input regarding climate change.
Using the many tools that are available to foster communication between stakeholders
about complex topics and processes from low tech physical maps and push-pins
(Dwamena et al., 2011) to high tech computer simulation (Langsdale et al., 2009;
Pearce et al., 2012).
Visualizing both the risks of climate change and the outcomes of potential adaptation
strategies can be challenging for participants. Simulation tools can be supplemented
by facilitated discussions and other social learning techniques that help stakeholders
consider new ideas.
Using scenario-building exercises that combine input from stakeholders and scientists
to guide planning in the face of inherent uncertainty involved in future, local-scale
climate impacts. This can involve modifying projections with local data (Pearce et
al., 2012), building on scenarios with local knowledge of historic adaptations to
climate variation (Bhave et al., 2013), and ranking and prioritizing options based on
feasibility (Frazier et al., 2010).
Establishing the practical and local implications of climate change impacts; and
fostering personal, long-term relationships among participants. Mistrust is a major
barrier that can be addressed by engaging stakeholders in a process to surface their
knowledge and making it a central part of the discussions.
Incorporating stakeholder responsibilities into the scheduling of workshops; and
structuring workshops such that progress made during one workshop can provide a
foundation for the next workshop even with significant stakeholder turnover (Cross et
al., 2013). Time constraints represent another major barrier that can be addressed by
developing materials and activities to prepare participants for workshop discussions.
Building the trust and coordination between individual and institutional stakeholders
that is necessary to manage the inherent uncertainty involved requires long-term
commitment. Adaptation is a process that takes place over time, not in a single event.
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Note that only three of the 50 articles included in this review report on the management phase of
adaptation. Therefore, the recommendations for practitioners provided above are related to the
understanding and planning phases of adaptation (Moser & Ekstrom, 2010). While it is
reasonable to assume that increased success in the early stages of community adaptation would
increase the likelihood of success in the management phase, more evaluations of the
management of community-based climate change adaptation programs are needed to explore
how steps taken during the early phases of adaptation can enhance or impede successful
management of climate change adaptations. While our focus here is on recommendations for
practitioners, there is a clear need for more research on the ability of these programs to bring
about effective community adaptations to climate change.
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Appendix
Table 1. Type of Engagement, Adaptation Phase, and Context of the Reviewed Studies (Full citations for the studies are shown in
the Reference section of the article.)
Study
Andersson et al.,
2013

Type of Engagement
Workshops

Adaptation Phase
Understanding, planning

Themes
1,2,3,4,5

André & Jonsson,
2015
Bardsley & Rogers,
2011
Bardsley & Sweeney,
2010
Bartels et al., 2013

Focus groups

Understanding

1,2,3

Presentations, workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2,3,4,5

Meetings, presentations,
surveys, workshops
Workshops, learning network

Understanding, planning

2,3,4,5
1,2,3,4,5

Bell et al., 2015

Workshops

Understanding, planning,
management
Understanding, planning

Bhave et al., 2013

Workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2

Bormann et al., 2012

Understanding, planning

2,4

Butler et al., 2014

Meetings, interviews,
presentations, focus groups,
workshops
Focus groups, interviews

Understanding, planning

1,2,4

Butler et al., 2015

Workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2,4

Byers et al., 2014

Data collection, field visits by
experts, photographs, meetings

Understanding, planning

2,5

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

1,2,3

Context
Agriculture, biodiversity, housing,
livestock, wildlife, water supply in a river
basin in South Africa
Municipal planning, rural forestry in
Sweden
Natural resource management in urban and
peri-urban areas in Australia
Natural resource management in a
Mediterranean climatic region in Australia
Row crop agriculture in the southeastern
U.S.
Health concerns in rural communities in
Tasmania
Agriculture, water resources in a river
basin in India
Flood control, sea level rise water
management in a primarily rural county in
Germany
Adaptation pathways in complex systems
emphasizing poverty and development in
eastern Indonesian islands
Community vulnerability in Indonesia and
Papua New Guinea in the Coral Triangle
region
Glacier melting, water resources in
glaciated mountain regions in Nepal
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Study
Chaudhury et al.,
2016
Christmann et al.,
2015

Type of Engagement
Workshops, interviews

Adaptation Phase
Understanding, planning

Themes
1,2

Interviews, meetings,
workshops

Understanding, planning,
management

2,3

Cone et al., 2013

Interviews, focus groups,
surveys, workshops
Interviews, surveys,
workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2,3,4,5

Understanding, planning

1,2,3,4,5

Dempsey & Fisher,
2005
Dwamena et al., 2011

Interactive website, case
studies, survey
Workshops

Understanding

1,3,4

Understanding, planning

3

Eames et al., 2013

Workshops

Understanding, planning

1,3

Frazier et al., 2010

Focus groups, participatory
mapping, workshops
Focus groups, interviews,
workshops, working groups
Workshops

Understanding, planning

2,3,4,5

Understanding, planning

1

Understanding, planning

1,2,3,4,5

Hasse &
Weingaertner, 2016
Henly-Shepard et al.,
2015

Roadmap process, meetings

Understanding, planning

2

Participatory modeling
workshops

Understanding, planning

1, 2, 3

Jost et al., 2016

Focus groups, interviews

Planning

1, 2, 3

Cross et al., 2013

Galicia et al., 2015
Girvetz et al., 2014

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Context
Agroforestry in a small farming
community in western Kenya
Livestock, rangeland degradation,
rangeland governance in villages in
Uzbekistan
Coastal issues in at-risk communities in
the U.S.
Natural resource management of areas
under both public and private jurisdictions
in the southwestern U.S.
Land use, quality of life related to sea level
rise in the eastern U.S.
Flooding, food security, natural resource
management, water resources in rural
Ghana
Built environment and infrastructure in
urban areas in the U.K.
Coastal vulnerability in southern U.S.
Forest management in temperate forests in
central Mexico
Adaptation of rural communities in datasparse areas of Tanzania
Urban development, water management in
urban areas in western Germany
Coastal islands, disaster (tsunami impacts)
planning in the Hawaii islands
Small farm agriculture, women farmers in
poor, vulnerable areas of Uganda, Ghana,
and Bangladesh
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Study
Jude, 2008

Type of Engagement
Interviews

Adaptation Phase
Planning

Themes
3

Langsdale et al.,
2009
Lemieux et al., 2014

Small group meetings,
workshops
Survey, meetings, interviews,
workshops
Workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2, 3,5

Understanding, planning

1,2, 4, 5

Understanding

1, 2, 3, 5

Web-based decision support
system, workshops
Interviews, workshops

Understanding, planning

3

Understanding, planning

3

Public consultations,
workshops
Focus groups, workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2,4

Understanding

1,3

Group interviews, focus
groups
Workshops

Understanding

1,2,3,4,5

Understanding, planning

1,2,3

Understanding, planning,
management

1,2,3

Picketts et al., 2012

Meetings, partnerships,
consultations, photovoice,
workshops
Focus groups, workshops

Understanding, planning

2,3,5

Piya et al., 2013

Household surveys

Understanding

1

Preston et al., 2009

Workshops

Understanding

1,3,4

Licuanan et al., 2015
Lieske, 2015
Lukasiewicz et al.,
2016
Luque et al., 2013
Mamauag et al., 2013

Matthews et al., 2008
Park et al., 2012
Pearce et al., 2012

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Context
Visualization of sea level rise along coastal
U.K.
Water resources in a river basin
community in Canada
Natural resource management in a
watershed region in Canada
Impacts of climate change in tropical
coastal communities in the Indo-Pacific
Urban coastal flooding, sea level rise in
eastern Canada
Ecosystem-based management in a river
basin region in Australia
Poverty and urban planning in Ecuador
Vulnerability assessment of coastal reef
fisheries, indigenous communities in the
Philippines
Agriculture in Scotland
Rural livelihood vulnerability in Pacific
Island countries
Adaptation in remote, resource-dependent,
Indigenous Arctic community in Canada
Community planning and adaptation for
fire and flood disasters, water, and
transportation in rural Canada
Marginalized indigenous populations in
Nepal
Wildfire vulnerability assessment in urban
Australia
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Study
Regmi, Star, & Filho,
2016
Richards et al., 2016

Type of Engagement
Focus groups, interviews

Adaptation Phase
Management

Themes
2

Workshops

Understanding, planning

1,2,3

Ross et al., 2015

Participatory climate
roundtables

Understanding, planning

1,2,3

Salvini et al., 2016

Interviews, role playing game,

Understanding, planning

2,3

Serrao-Neumann et
al., 2013
Sheppard et al., 2011

Focus group meetings,
interviews, workshops
Workshops

Understanding, planning

2

Understanding, planning

3

Stott & Huq, 2014

Interviews

Management

4

Tschakert et al., 2014

Interviews, focus groups,
small group activities,
workshops
Interviews, focus groups

Understanding, planning

2,3,4

Understanding

2,3

Forest resources in Sweden

3D visualization film

Understanding, planning

1,3

Wongbusarakum et
al., 2015

Outreach materials, workshops

Understanding, planning

2,3

Wright et al., 2014

Interviews, surveys, focus
groups

Management

2,3

Flooding, sea level rise in coastal
communities in the U.K.
Community-based planning in tropical
coastal communities in Micronesia and
Coral Triangle
Agriculture and food security in
Bangladesh, Mozambique, Uganda, and
India

Vulturius &
Swartling, 2015
Wadey et al., 2015

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Context
National policies and local planning in
Nepal
Surf-life saving clubs in coastal Australia
Water resources, land-use planning in
connected socio-ecological systems in
Australia
Forest conservation, adaptive agriculture,
land use in a farming community in central
Vietnam
Urban coastal communities in Brazil and
Australia
Community engagement and planning in
urban communities in Canada
Knowledge flow across multiple scales in
Bangladesh
Change and uncertainty in rural
communities in Ghana and Tanzania
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Programs utilizing research-tested evaluation tools can help identify effective
educational strategies and document program effectiveness and impact. Using
the case of the UF/IFAS Extension Family Nutrition Program (FNP), this article
illustrates steps for conducting a rigorous assessment of the measurement
properties of evaluation instruments. The Youth Behavior Survey (YBS) was
originally developed to measure students’ nutrition and physical activity
behaviors before and after an educational intervention. To report FNP behavior
change data under indicators for the national evaluation framework, the
evaluation instrument was revised. The revision included modifying item wording
to reflect national indicators and changing response options. The psychometric
characteristics of the revised instrument were assessed in comparison to those of
the original instrument. The main objective was to examine aspects of content
and construct validity for the scores produced by the instruments. The assessment
included content validity of the instrument, item discrimination, consistency of
relationships in item response patterns, and change between pre-test and post-test
scores. We concluded that the scores produced by the revised instrument were
modestly more accurate than the original. This research suggests procedures that
can be applied widely to evaluating instruments for other educational
interventions.
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Introduction
Programs utilizing research-tested evaluation tools can help identify effective educational
strategies, and in turn, these strategies can be used to improve program delivery and document
effectiveness. It is critical that such tools provide high-quality data for decision-making. Due to
the variable context of program interventions, evaluation tools should be easy to administer,
valid, and reliable, so that the final analysis and conclusions are accurate (Murphy et al., 2001).
This article illustrates steps for conducting a rigorous assessment of the measurement properties
of evaluation instruments that can be applied widely to other educational interventions. Because
so many evaluations of educational programs use clients as the source of the data, the program
selected for this illustration also relies primarily on clients’ self-reported behaviors.
Using self-reports to measure outcomes of educational interventions is, however, challenging in
any context. For programs targeting low-income children, such as the UF/IFAS Extension
Family Nutrition Program (FNP), these challenges can be especially daunting. Collecting valid
and reliable data on nutrition and health behaviors depends on developing instruments with items
that are clear, well-understood, and minimize bias from acquiescence and social desirability.
Because FNP delivers a sizable portion of its programming to young children in schools and it is
mandated to measure behavior change with a very limited budget, FNP evaluators have relied on
using self-reports of behaviors collected through group administration. This data collection
method is cost-effective because it is integrated into the delivery of FNP’s curricula.
In order to report FNP behavior change data under indicators for the new national SNAPEducation Evaluation Framework, as well as address questions about the measurement
properties of the original instrument, a process to revise the instrument was undertaken. The
process of revising and testing the instrument is detailed in this paper. Through this process, we
have identified strengths and weaknesses of the approach used and offer several
recommendations for interested readers.
Program Context
The United States Department of Agriculture (USDA) Supplemental Nutrition Assistance
Program (SNAP) provides nutrition assistance to low-income families. SNAP improves the food
security status of families, improves health outcomes, and decreases health care costs (Carlson &
Keith-Jennings, 2018). The nutrition education component, SNAP-Education (SNAP-Ed),
complements SNAP services and has the goal of increasing the likelihood that SNAP-eligible
persons, including youth, will make healthy food choices and adopt physically active lifestyles,
consistent with the current Dietary Guidelines for Americans (U.S. Department of Health and
Human Services and U.S. Department of Agriculture, 2015) and the USDA food guidance
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(USDA FNS, 2017). The University of Florida/Institute of Food and Agricultural Sciences
Extension Family Nutrition Program (FNP) implements SNAP-Ed in Florida and conducts
educational programs for low-income adults and youth in 40 of the state’s 67 counties (FY17).
FNP emphasizes the adoption of specific behaviors, such as eating more fruits and vegetables
and increasing physical activity. FNP specifically focuses on youth in group settings, such as
schools and community centers. Children continue to represent the largest proportion of
individuals eligible for SNAP benefits (23% of Floridians under 18 years of age live below the
federal poverty level compared to 15% of Floridians between 18 and 64 years of age) (U.S.
Census Bureau, 2017). Thus, obesity prevention initiatives and nutrition education programs in
the school setting have focused on the dual goals of improving health and academic outcomes.
Although nutrition education and physical activity programs in schools have been important
venues for SNAP-Ed nationally, obesity rates remain high (Nanney et al., 2010). As the Healthy
People 2020 objective to reduce the proportion of children aged 2-19 with obesity remains a
focus, nutrition and physical activity interventions warrant serious re-assessment (Wang et al.,
2012). Findings from evaluations can, in turn, be used to guide educational programs designed
to improve physical activity and eating habits in young children (Branscum et al., 2010).
Evaluation Context
Programs such as SNAP-Ed depend on accurate data collection to showcase impacts and
outcomes to legislators, stakeholders, and consumers. Program officers for federally-funded,
multi-million dollar programs, including SNAP-Ed, have mandated assessments of outcomes and
impacts (Murray et al., 2017; Wyker et al., 2012). To validate the extent of the outcomes, the
measurement properties of instruments should be rigorously assessed to achieve the most reliable
results and to ensure the appropriateness of evaluation conclusions (Lohr et al., 1996; Mokkink
et al., 2010). A number of studies have addressed the validity of instruments measuring aspects
of nutritional behaviors for adult and youth audiences (Barton et al., 2011; Edmunds & Ziebland,
2002; Hall et al., 2015; Koleilat & Whaley, 2016; Magarey et al., 2009; Murphy et al., 2001;
Wilson et al., 2008). In addition, Mijnarends and colleagues (2013) described several methods
for testing the reliability and validity of questionnaires.
Although numerous validity and reliability studies have been conducted with evaluation tools for
adult populations, few have been conducted on evaluation tools that are used with young
children. The available studies examined nutrient intake but not the variety of nutrition-related
behaviors taught in nutrition education programs (Koleilat & Whaley, 2016). Moreover,
Livingstone et al. (2004) observed that youths’ cognitive capability is constrained and time to
implement evaluation surveys is limited. Thus, it is crucial to have a short evaluation instrument
with key questions (allowing self-completion) to streamline the data collection process. In
addition, “each questionnaire should be tested in a group similar to that for which it has been
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designed” (Litwin, 1995, cited in Barton et al., 2011, p. 589). The latter is particularly important
because youth have different knowledge levels of nutrition, healthy eating, and physical activity.
In 2016, the final version of the SNAP-Ed Evaluation Framework was released to better inform
and evaluate multi-year interventions through short-term, medium-term, long-term, and
population-results indicators (USDA FNS, 2016) at the individual, environmental/settings, and
sectors of influence levels. To align FNP’s evaluation and reporting with this framework, the
Youth Behavior Survey (YBS) was revised. The purpose of this study was to evaluate the
measurement properties of the revised YBS, specifically content validity, construct validity, and
reliability, in comparison to the original version. The specific research questions were:
1) Do the revised YBS items demonstrate greater content validity than the original YBS
items?
2) Do the revised YBS items discriminate differences in behaviors better than the
original YBS items?
3) Do the revised YBS items demonstrate greater internal consistency and
dimensionality than the original YBS items?
4) Does the revised YBS measure behavior change better than the original YBS?
To the best of our knowledge, none of the articles previously published include the same target
audience as this study – second- and third-grade children from low-income families.
Methods
In this section, the development of the evaluation instrument and data collection procedures are
detailed to provide the context for the steps for assessing the measurement properties of the
instruments. The development process involved the FNP evaluation team revising the original
YBS following best practice techniques (Padilla & Benitez, 2014) and conducting a quasiexperiment to assess how well the revised YBS measured what it was designed to measure and
whether it produced more reliable behavior scores. The methods section concludes with an
explanation of the data analysis procedures used at each step in the assessment.
Youth Behavior Survey
The FNP YBS is an evaluation instrument developed and used in Florida to measure secondthrough fifth-grade students’ nutrition- and physical activity-related behaviors via self-report.
The YBS is administered as a pre-test and post-test to measure behavior change resulting from
the delivered nutrition education program. The original YBS was used for several years, but it
had never been psychometrically tested. The instrument’s ability to measure behavior change
accurately was unknown. Thus, FNP, which was reaching more than 4,000 low-income children
in Florida, needed evidence-based evaluation instruments to capture behavior changes resulting
from the program’s interventions.
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Sample and Data Collection
Approval from the University of Florida’s Institutional Review Board was obtained before
recruiting participants or collecting data. All students who participated in the study were from
twelve Title I elementary schools in five school districts in Florida. Data were collected from
second and third-grade students during the 2015-2016 academic year. Scheduled program
groups at participating schools were randomized into treatment groups (either the original or the
revised YBS), and all students within a group were administered the same instrument. One
school had a group of students that received the revised YBS and another group that received the
original YBS. Of the other eleven schools, five had the revised version of the YBS, and six had
the original version. The pre- and post-test instruments were administered to a total of 422 and
261 students for the original and revised instruments, respectively. After data cleaning and
removing outliers, a total of 366 and 231 students with complete data for the original and revised
instruments, respectively, were used in the analysis.
Analysis Procedures
Step 1. Assess the content validity of the instrument. Content validity ultimately rests on the
judgment of those participating in the instrument development process (Selltiz et al., 1976;
Vaske, 2008). A number of individuals were involved in assessing the content of the original
instrument and proposing changes for the revised instrument. First, two nutrition specialists
reviewed the existing items and wrote candidate items for the revised instrument. The items
were also reviewed by survey experts. Finally, the set of revised items was reviewed by two
additional experts, including a childhood education expert and a teacher specialist in curriculum
and inclusion to evaluate whether the items were appropriate for the intended grade levels. This
process of expert review established the content validity of the revised instrument relative to the
original instrument.
Step 2. Examine item-level statistics. Students’ answers produced by both instruments were
examined for extremes in item means and poor discrimination. The item discrimination index is
calculated as the correlation between given responses to an item and total scale scores after
excluding that item (e.g., also known as corrected item-total correlation), and it ranges from -1 to
+1. The discrimination measure indicates an item’s ability to distinguish between students who
perform a behavior more frequently from those who do it less frequently, and therefore, large,
positive values suggest greater validity. The item-level analyses were completed with “ltm: An
R Package for Latent Variable Modeling and Item Response Analysis” in R software Version
2.1.1 (Rizopoulos, 2006).
Step 3. Assess the consistency of relationships in the item response patterns. Next,
Pearson’s correlations for pairs of items and Cronbach’s alpha for the set of items were
calculated to examine relationships among the items for both the original and revised instrument
data. Evidence of construct validity would be indicated by positive pairwise correlations and
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higher values for Cronbach’s alpha (Carmines & Zeller, 1979). The R software Version 2.1.1,
specifically the “R Development Core Team, 2009-2015” was used for calculating Cronbach’s
alpha.
Further evidence of construct validity is obtained when dimensionality analysis conforms to the
expected structure (Vaske, 2008). The dimensionality of the instruments also was tested,
because both nutrition and physical activity behaviors were included in the items. Thus, a
multidimensional Confirmatory Factor Analysis (CFA) model with two latent factors of
nutritional behavior and physical activity was tested for the revised instrument using pre-test
data. For the original instrument, a CFA model with one general factor was tested using pre-test
data and is named healthy lifestyle index [Note: a two-factor model was not feasible for the
original instrument because only one item was used to measure physical activity]. The CFA was
completed using Mplus (Muthén & Muthén, 2012).
Step 4. Assess change between pre-test and post-test scores. The paired t-test was used to
determine whether there was a statistically significant behavior change from pre-test to post-test
for the original and revised instruments, respectively. This parametric test was used because the
data met the normality assumption of paired t-tests. Because the paired t-test measures can be
affected by the number of items included in the analysis, these measures were also calculated
across the five common items that were described previously to allow for a fair comparison and
more meaningful interpretations. The paired t-test was conducted in SPSS® version 23 (IBM
Corp., 2015).
Finally, models predicting gain scores for the sum of the five common behaviors were analyzed
to further address the question of whether the revised instrument represents an improvement in
measuring behavior changes in nutrition-related behaviors. Our expectation was the revised
instrument should have a modest, positive effect on the resulting gain score while controlling for
the pre-test score, as well as programmatic and student factors. SAS’s Proc Mixed (SAS
Institute, n.d.) was used to estimate hierarchal linear models, since the student-level data were
nested within groups taught by a given FNP nutrition educator (Raudenbush & Bryk, 2002).
Results
Step 1. Results of the Content Assessment
As a result of the content validity assessment, changes were made to the set of items in the
instrument. The original version of the YBS consisted of seven items, and the revised version
consists of nine items (see Appendices A-B). The breakfast item (i.e., item 6) from the original
instrument was removed because it did not align with SNAP-Ed Evaluation Framework
indicators used by FNP (USDA FNS, 2016). The revised YBS added more physical activity
items (see items 7 to 9). Also, there were five common items in both instruments; three of the
items had slight wording differences. These were the items related to vegetable, fruit, whole
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grain, and dairy food consumption, and to physical activity (i.e., items 1, 2, 4, 5, and 7 in the
original instrument and items 1, 2, 3, 4, and 7 in the revised instrument, see appendix).
Changes to the revised instrument also included modifying the response options. In the original
YBS, each student was asked to “Circle the answer that best applies to you” by rating how
frequently they do eating or physical activities during the week. In the original YBS, the
response options were “Never or almost never,” “Some days,” “Most days,” and “Every day.” In
contrast, the revised YBS asks each respondent to “Think about how often you do things during
the week. Then circle the answer that best applies to you.” The response options in the revised
instrument were “0 days,” “1-3 days,” “4-6 days,” and “7 days.” As the text above shows, the
wording in the revised instrument was designed to provide more concrete response categories
than the original version, and this should facilitate the response process (Dillman et al., 2014).
In summary, the evaluation team judged the content of the revised instrument as better aligned
with the intended outcome measures for the SNAP-Ed Evaluation Framework than was the
original instrument.
Step 2. Examine Item-level Statistics
The item-level statistics (mean score and item discrimination) for the pre-test scores of the
original and revised scales are presented in Table 1. The mean score for an item represents the
average of the item-level responses in the scale (i.e., the average frequency of the behavior).
Item discrimination refers to an item’s ability to differentiate students who receive a low score
from those who receive a high score. A high value of discrimination shows that an item was
more effective in discriminating between students who performed the behavior less frequently
from those who did the behavior more frequently. In the original scale, the breakfast item had
the highest mean score, and the vegetable item had the lowest mean score. For the revised scale,
the item, “I am physically active,” had the highest mean score, and the drinking sugary beverages
item had the lowest. In the original scale, the breakfast item was the poorest discriminating item,
and in the revised scale, the dairy item was the poorest discriminating item. The item-level
statistics for the post-test across both instruments were given in Table 2, and the findings and
interpretations were similar to the pre-test data.
In terms of the comparisons of the common five items in both scales across the pre- and post-test
administrations, mean scores for items related to vegetable and fruit consumption and physical
activity (physically active in the revised scale) were higher for students who completed the
revised instrument. It is important to note that the item structure (e.g., item wording) for the
vegetable and fruit items were the same in both scales, and the only difference was the response
options on the two scales. In other words, having numerical response options resulted in higher
mean scores. The mean scores for the other items in the original scale were higher. Item
discriminations were higher in the revised scale with a few exceptions. The increase in
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discrimination from the original scale to the revised scale was most obvious for the whole grain
item (see Tables 1 and 2). Besides the change in response options, this was also likely due to the
change in the wording (e.g., providing examples of whole grain foods). The vegetable item also
showed improved discrimination on the pre-test and post-test.
Table 1. Item-level Statistics for the Pre-test Scores of the Original (n = 366) and Revised (n =
231) Instruments
Item
Vegetables
Fruits
Healthy snacks
Whole grains
Dairy
Breakfast
Plain water
Sugary beverages*
Physically active
Video games*
Play outside
*reverse-coded item

-- Item Number -Origina Revise
d
1l
1
2
2
3
4
3
5
4
6
5
6
7
7
8
9

--- Mean Score --Original
Revised
2.54
2.74
3.13
3.23
6
2.74
2.62
2.41
2.92
2.74
3.66
3.41
2.40
3.52
3.57
2.46
3.48

--- Discrimination --Original
Revised
.23
.31
.39
.40
.32
.26
.48
.21
.17
.12
.38
.32
.25
.25
.33
.31

Table 2. Item-level Statistics for the Post-test Scores of the Original (n = 366) and Revised (n
= 231) Instruments
Item
Vegetables
Fruits
Healthy snacks
Whole grains
Dairy foods
Breakfast
Plain water
Sugary beverages*
Physically active
Video games*
Play outside
*reverse-coded item

-- Item Number -Original Revised
1
1
2
2
3
4
3
5
4
6
5
6
7
7
8
9

--- Mean Score --Original
Revised
2.67
2.84
3.16
3.27
2.80
2.82
2.74
3.10
3.05
3.69
3.50
2.53
3.50
3.64
2.54
3.52

--- Discrimination --Original
Revised
.32
.42
.41
.39
.42
.34
.50
.19
.19
.14
.32
.33
.27
.34
.35
.43

Step 3. Assess the Consistency of Relationships in the Item Response Patterns
First, pairwise relationships between the items were examined for the original and revised
instruments. As shown in Table 3, the correlations for the behaviors in the original instruments
were generally very weak or weak, and one correlation was slightly negative (and substantively
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zero). Only the correlation between fruits and healthy snacks behaviors had a medium strength
(Cohen, 1992).
Table 3. Bivariate Correlations Between the Items in the Original Scale for the Pre-test Data
(n = 366)
Item
Vegetables
Fruits
Healthy snacks
Whole grains
Dairy foods
Breakfast
Physical activity
Note: *p ≤ .05

Vegetables
.24*
.17*
.11*
.05
.04
.13*

Fruits

Healthy
snacks

Whole
grains

Dairy
foods

Breakfast

Physical
activity

.36*
.25*
.09*
-.00
.22*

.08*
.12*
.10*
.15*

.18*
.03
.13*

.15*
.08

.07

-

The correlations among items in the revised instrument showed a similar pattern of very weak or
weak correlations (see Table 4). At first glance, several correlations would suggest that items are
related more strongly than would be expected and others less so. A nutritional behavior,
avoiding sugary beverages, is moderately correlated with a physical activity behavior, avoiding
video games, while the latter has a nonsignificant correlation with being physically active and a
weak correlation with playing outside. As shown below, the dimensionality analysis uncovers
the nuances among the relationships in a manner consistent with evaluators’ expectations.
Table 4. Bivariate Correlations Between the Items in the Revised Scale for the Pre-test Data
(n = 231)
Whole Dairy Plain Sugary Physically Video Play
Item
Vegetables Fruits grains foods water beverages
active
games outside
Vegetables
Fruits
.25*
Whole grains
.39*
.27*
Dairy foods
.11*
.14*
.23*
Plain water
.20*
.21*
.27*
.08
Drink sugary
.08
.18*
.22*
-.01
.22*
beverages
Physically
.20*
.20*
.11*
.08
.10
.05
active
Play video
.06
.17*
.23*
.02
.22*
.46*
.06
games
Play outside
.03
.25*
.17*
.12*
.26*
.06
.30*
.18*
Note: Drink sugary beverages and Play video games were reverse coded; *p ≤ .05

Next, the internal consistency of the items was examined for the original and the revised
instruments. Cronbach’s alpha values across all items in the original instrument were .52 and .58
for the pre-test and post-test data, respectively. For the revised instrument, the Cronbach’s alpha
values on the pre-test were .58 for the nutrition items, .35 for the physical activity items, and .64
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for the whole scale. The values on the post-test were .58 for the nutrition items, .44 for the
physical activity items, and .68 for the entire scale. The Cronbach’s alpha values across the five
common items in the original instrument were .46 and .51 for the pre- and post-test data,
respectively. In the revised instrument, alpha values were .55 and .57. Overall, the revised
instrument achieved a higher overall alpha than did the original instrument.
There are several reasons why Cronbach’s alpha values were lower than historical cut-offs (e.g.,
.70 or .80; Lance et al., 2006). It is likely that the shortness of the scale contributed to lower
values. Furthermore, as Wells and Wollack (2003) discussed, the criteria for the Cronbach’s
alpha also can depend on the importance and consequences of the test. It is acceptable to have a
lower Cronbach’s alpha on low-stakes and/or classroom tests because, as in this study, YBS test
scores in such cases did not account for any of the students’ grades (Wells & Wollack, 2003).
Finally, dimensionality analysis was used to assess the consistency of the model data with
designers’ expectations. In this analysis, the overall model fit is compared to established
benchmarks (Chi-square p < .05; CFI > .90; TLI > .90; RMSEA < .08; WRMR < .08), followed
by a review of the model factor loadings (Hooper et al., 2008; Kline, 2005). The confirmatory
factor model fit statistics with the pre-test scores produced by all items across the two scales are
shown in Table 5.
Table 5. Pre-test Model Fit Statistics for Both Original and Revised Instruments
Original
Scale
Revised
Scale

N
366
231

Chi-Square (df, p)
26.11 (df = 14, p < .05)
49.35 (df = 25, p < .05)

CFI
0.90
0.93

TLI
0.93
0.90

RMSEA
0.05
0.06

WRMR
0.70
0.79

The data for the original scale fit the single factor model that can be named “healthy lifestyle”
and indicated unidimensionality (see Figure 1). On the other hand, the data for the revised scale
fit a multidimensional model, where the nutrition-related items (i.e., items 1 to 6) formed a
nutrition behavior construct, and the physical activity items (i.e., items 7 to 9) formed the
physical activity behavior construct (see Figure 2). Figures 1 and 2 also include the estimated
factor loadings, which range from .18 to .74 and .27 to .73, respectively, for the items in the
original and revised instruments. The model for the original instrument provides further
evidence that the breakfast item was problematic (recall this item had very low discrimination
and very weak correlations). For the revised data, the multidimensional structure supported
expectations of a nutritional behavior dimension and a physical activity dimension. It is also
noteworthy that the two items focused on avoiding negative behaviors were correlated (even
though these were reverse coded). This represents an artifact of having both positive and
negative wording for the set of items and was anticipated (see Carmines & Zeller, 1979).
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Figure 1. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Single-factor Model for
the Original Instrument Based on Pre-test Data
1. Vegetables
.37
2. Fruits
.74
Healthy
Lifestyle
Index

3. Healthy snacks

.52
.37

4. Whole grains
.26
.18

5. Dairy foods
6. Breakfast

.39
7. Physical activity

Figure 2. Confirmatory Factor Analysis of Multidimensional Model
for the Revised Instrument Pre-test Data
1. Vegetables
.52
2. Fruits
.56
Nutrition
Behavior

.73

3. Whole grains

.27
.56
.34

.65

4. Dairy foods
5. Plain water
6. Sugary beverages

.51
Physical
Activity

.45

7. Physically active

.55

8. Video games

.64
9. Play outside
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Step 4. Assess Change Between Pre-test and Post-test Scores
The mean and standard deviation of pre-test and post-test scores summed across all items for the
students who completed the original instrument or the revised instrument are presented in Table
6, as well as results of the paired t-test and associated effect size. Based on the paired t-test,
there was a positive behavior change from pre-test to post-test for both groups of students (i.e.,
they completed either the original instrument or the revised instrument). Even though the sample
size was larger for the group that completed the original instrument, the results derived from the
revised scale suggested a medium effect size as opposed to the small effect size in the original
scale.
Table 6. Results of Paired t-test Across All Items
Original Scale
Pre-Test
Post-Test

N
366
366

Mean
21.16
21.77

SD
3.06
3.11

t
4.70

p
< .001

Effect Size
.24

Revised Scale
Pre-Test
Post-Test

N
231
231

Mean
26.46
27.65

SD
4.63
4.67

T
5.64

p
< .001

Effect Size
.37

The results of the same calculations across the five common items for both scales are presented
in Table 7. We found similar results except for the effect size comparisons, in which the revised
instrument produced a larger effect size than the original one. These findings suggest that the
revised instrument was more effective in measuring behavior change, especially when additional
items were added.
Table 7. Results of Paired t-test Across the Five Common Items
Original Scale
Pre-Test
Post-Test

N
366
366

Mean
14.75
15.28

SD
2.50
2.51

t
4.74

p
< .001

Effect Size
.24

Revised Scale
Pre-Test
Post-Test

N
231
231

Mean
14.70
15.55

SD
3.02
2.94

T
4.77

p
< .001

Effect Size
.30

Finally, differences in behavior changes between pre- and post-test administration was examined
using gain scores (i.e., the difference between the pre- and post-test scores) on the five common
items for both the original and revised instruments. The change model focused on the effect of
the dummy variable “Revised instrumentation,” which was coded “1” for students receiving the
revised instrument and “0” for students having the original instrument. The model also included
the pre-test score to control for a student’s initial position, as well as attributes of the program,
nutrition educator, and the student. SAS’s Proc Mixed was used to estimate a hierarchal linear
model, since the student-level data were nested within groups taught by a given FNP nutrition
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educator. Of the total variation in gain scores, 8.1% was between groups taught by different
educators, and 91.9% was between students within the groups.
The results in Table 8 show that the parameter estimate for the revised instrument was positive
(as expected) but not statistically significant (p = .167) after controlling for the pre-test score,
students’ sex, program duration, and nutrition educator attributes. The results reported in the
analyses above indicated that the revised instrument had slightly better measurement properties,
and this should be reflected in reduced attenuation. However, the effect of the revised
instrument was weak and nonsignificant (the small sample size in the treatment group
contributed to this finding).
Regarding the control variables, the pre-test score had a significant negative effect on the gain
score, which is a common and expected result in change models known as regression to the
mean (Barnett et al., 2005). Also, at the student level (i.e., level 1), female students made
slightly more behavioral changes than male students (p = .069). At the school/nutrition
educator level (i.e., level 2), the education level of the nutrition educators had a large effect on
the students’ gain scores, with those having a nutrition educator who had an Associate’s
degree scoring 1.7 behavior units higher than students who had a nutrition educator with a
Bachelor’s degree and 1.8 units higher than those who had a nutrition educator with a high
school diploma or GED. After accounting for other variables, nutrition educator years of
experience and program duration had little effect on gain scores.
Table 8. Regression of Behavior Gain Score on Pre-program Behavior Score, Student
Attributes, Program Attributes, and Instrumentation (n = 597)
Variable
Intercept

Standard
Error

DF

t

p

-.401
.320
.319
-.070
-.155

.032
.228
.171
.058
.093

547
42
47
42
42

-12.69
1.41
1.86
-1.21
-1.66

< .001
.167
.069
.233
.105

-.113
1.736
.000

.433
.593
--

42
42

-.26
2.93

.795
.001

Estimate
6.874

Pre-test score
Revised instrumentation
Female student
Program duration (weeks)
Educator experience (years)
Highest educator degree
High school diploma or GED
Associate’s degree
Bachelor’s degree

Overall, the hierarchal linear model was effective in accounting for a sizable amount of the
variance in test scores. Of the variance between nutrition educators (i.e., level 2), the model
accounted for 78.3% compared to the null model with no predictors. A smaller amount,
20.5%, of the variance was accounted for within classrooms (i.e., between students at level 1).
The overall model -2 Log Likelihood decreased from 2722.2 in the null model to 2563.6 in the
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fitted model in Table 8; likewise, the Akaike Information Criteria (AIC) decreased from
2728.2 in the null model to 2583.6 in the fitted model.
Discussion and Conclusions
This study illustrates steps for conducting a rigorous assessment of the measurement properties
of evaluation instruments that can be applied widely to other educational interventions. Programs
utilizing research-tested evaluation tools can better measure outcomes, and in turn, identify
effective educational strategies. Such tools can also provide high-quality data for documenting
program impact. In addition, federal and state agencies have been requiring more rigorous
measurement of outcomes to ensure that programs, such as FNP, are effective and efficient. In
the case of FNP, evaluators were charged with updating evaluation instruments to meet program
accountability expectations and capture data for national indicators. The present study
contributed to the development of more rigorous measurement of FNP program outcomes.
Additionally, the findings provide guidance on instrument development and the impact of
response categories on validity. This study also demonstrates a method for developing an
evidence-based tool for youth-specific nutrition education programs beyond SNAP-Ed.
This study, which attempted to improve the response accuracy and align the scale with the
SNAP-Ed Evaluation Framework indicators, was largely successful based on comparisons of
psychometric characteristics of the original and revised instruments. In addition, quantitative
measures indicated that both instruments measured the construct of interest that can be named
“healthy lifestyle,” but the revised instrument did so in a way that is conceptually consistent,
with nutrition items and physical activity items loading on separate factors that together form the
broader construct. In addition, most items in the revised scale were more effective in
distinguishing the students with higher total scores from students with lower total scores. It can
also be concluded that having numerical response options provided more precise total scores
than response options using vague qualifiers (Dillman et al., 2014), while acknowledging
changing the response option was not the only revision made for several of the items in the
original scale. However, when the identical items in both instruments (e.g., vegetable and fruit
items) were closely examined, the same conclusions were reached.
Furthermore, regardless of the number of items included in the analysis (all items vs. five
common items) and the instrument used to collect the data, the mean scores always increased
from pre- to post-test. Thus, it is safe to conclude that there is evidence of behavior change due
to the intervention. Additionally, the revised instrument always produced the larger effect size
than the original one, and this was more apparent with the addition of items into the revised
instrument. It should be noted that the breakfast and dairy food items in the original scale and
the dairy item in the revised scale had poor discrimination power. So, consideration should be
given to revising or removing these items from the instrument. On the other hand, reducing the
number of items can adversely affect the overall reliability of the instrument, as measured by
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Cronbach’s alpha, and adding or revising items further could increase reliability. Expanding the
instrument is likely to meet resistance from nutrition educators and schoolteachers because this
can increase the time needed for administering the evaluation in already-tight schedules.
The analysis of change scores failed to show an improved performance for the revised
instrument. The results for the HLM analysis suggested the revised instrument with a larger
sample size might capture more behavior change. This is because a more valid (and accurate)
instrument will have less attenuation in relationships being examined (Bohrnstedt, 1969).
Stronger evidence of construct validity was shown by the dimensionality analysis, where the
two-factor model for the revised instrument aligned with evaluators’ expectations (Carmines &
Zeller, 1979). Consequently, the cumulative evidence supports the view that the revised
instrument provides modestly higher quality data for evaluating SNAP-Ed youth programming,
but there is still room for improvement.
Finally, this study illustrates a number of steps and substeps for evaluating the measurement
properties of instruments that can be applied widely by evaluators. Depending on the scale and
scope of the educational program, as well as the expertise of the program team, the full set or a
subset may be more practical. Whatever the situation, it is important to conduct some analysis of
the evaluation instruments’ ability to capture program outcomes.
Limitations
Developing tools that measure nutrition and physical activity behaviors for low-income youth is
a challenging area, and additional rigorous research is needed. Effective evaluation tools with
this target population are difficult to construct. Although the YBS tested in this study provided
some evidence that it was a psychometrically robust tool that measures dietary behavior in lowincome youth, the sample size for the group with the revised tool was smaller than intended. A
larger sample size would have increased statistical power for the regression model used in the
analysis. In addition, researchers should conduct cognitive interviews and focus group
discussions with children to improve the items and the measurement scales in this instrument in
the future. As mentioned by Branscum et al. (2010), the use of both qualitative and quantitative
methods by researchers can help improve the evaluation tools. Multi-method or mixed-method
studies of children’s dietary behaviors will help create more robust evaluation tools for lowincome audiences.
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Appendix A
Original Instrument
ID_____________________________
Are you a boy or a girl? (circle)

Boy

Girl

Circle the answer that best applies to you.
1. I eat vegetables…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

2. I eat fruit…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

3. I choose healthy snacks…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

4. I eat whole grain foods…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

5. I eat or drink low-fat or fat-free
dairy foods…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

6. I eat breakfast…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

7. I do physical activities…

Never or
almost never

Some
days

Most
days

Every
day

 PRE-Survey

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

 POST-survey

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

191

Procedures for Improving Self-report Measurements to Capture Behavior Change

185

Appendix B
Revised Instrument

ID_____________________________

 PRE-Survey

Are you a boy or a girl? (circle)

Girl

Boy

 POST-survey

Think about how often you do things during the week. Then circle the answer that best
applies to you.
1. I eat vegetables…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

2. I eat fruit…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

3. I eat whole grain foods… (like
whole wheat bread, oatmeal,
brown rice)

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

4. I drink low-fat (1%) or skim
milk…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

5. I drink plain water…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

6. I drink sugary beverages… (like
soda, fruit drinks, or sports
drinks)

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

7. I am physically active…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

8. I play video games…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days

9. I play outside…

0 days

1-3 days

4-6 days

7 days
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A Literature Review of Family Engagement with African
Immigrant and Refugee Families
Jordan Timmons
Jodi Dworkin
University of Minnesota
In recent years, the ethnic and cultural diversity of the U.S. has increased as
large numbers of immigrants and refugees have resettled here. Many of the
recent immigrants and refugees have arrived from African countries, and human
scientists and Extension professionals must be prepared to engage with the
families. To inform the work of professionals, a comprehensive search of the
literature on family engagement in K-12 education and out-of-school time with
African families was conducted using multiple keywords in several database
searches. Two books and three peer-reviewed journal articles were identified
that focused on family engagement with African families. After reviewing the
publications, three relevant themes for professionals seeking engagement with
African families were identified: (a) culture, (b) potential challenges, and (c)
program components. These themes and their subthemes are explored, and
recommendations are made for Extension professionals to increase their
engagement with African families in family life programs.
Keywords: African immigrants, African refugees, parent engagement, family
engagement
Introduction
Family engagement is crucial to the work of Extension professionals and human scientists
working in diverse areas of family life education, including education, financial literacy,
community engagement and leadership, nutrition, and youth development. When family life
educators come from different cultural backgrounds than the families with whom they work,
cultural implications must be considered (Ballard & Taylor, 2011). While ethnic similarity
between families and family life educators is not as important as the quality of service provided
by the family life educator (Higginbotham & Myler, 2010), high-quality family life educators
recognize and attend to cultural differences when they occur and use innovative strategies to
engage with families from diverse backgrounds.
According to the United States Department of Homeland Security (2017), 9.6% of all new lawful
permanent residents and 37.2% of all new refugees resettled to the U.S. in 2016 were from
African countries. Many of these individuals are children who will go on to be educated in the
Direct correspondence to Jordan Timmons at stcha005@umn.edu
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U.S. education system. Despite this influx, there is a lack of research on family life engagement
with and the family life experiences of African immigrant and refugee families. African
families’ unique experiences, values, and strengths have the potential to greatly benefit their
adopted communities and schools. However, without appropriate engagement strategies, human
scientists, Extension professionals, and educators may fail to build strong relationships with
these families. Poor relationships with community service providers disadvantage families by
limiting their access to education and resources. Further, the types of resources and engagement
African families want and need, as well as how they are best able to access that information, may
be quite different than how family life educators have typically worked with non-immigrant
families. While many strategies for engaging diverse families exist, not all of these strategies
may be appropriate in work with African immigrant families, whose contexts can differ
significantly from other diverse groups (as well as within this heterogeneous group). Thus, it is
important for family life educators to consider how African immigrant families’ experience the
cultural context and how this might shape their needs in a family engagement setting, while
reframing their thinking about family engagement, and modify their approaches to work most
effectively with African immigrant families.
Purpose
The purpose of this literature review was to locate, analyze, and synthesize information on
family engagement in educational settings that would be especially relevant in work with African
immigrant and refugee families. The goal of the literature review was to identify strategies that
would benefit family life educators’ work with African immigrant families, as well as to identify
gaps in the current literature for future research. African families became the focus of this
literature review because of the large population of African immigrants and refugees in
Minneapolis, Minnesota (Remington, 2008), and the large number of African immigrant and
refugee families who have recently become involved in U Connect, a program that focuses on
family engagement and the promotion of academic success for middle school students from
historically marginalized groups.
Methods
A comprehensive literature search for scholarship published as recently as February 2018 that
related to parent and family engagement in K-12 education and out-of-school-time activities for
African families was conducted using various databases, including PsycINFO, Academic Search
Premier, Education Source, and ERIC, as well as Google. This broad approach allowed for
literature on family engagement with African families targeted toward teachers, schools, and
parents themselves to emerge. Although the initial literature search focused on research relating
to East African families, due to a dearth of research on East African families specifically, the
search was broadened to include information about African families in general, and an iterative
process was employed to identify relevant literature. A broad range of search terms was used to
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ensure that the search was inclusive of all potentially relevant articles (see Table 1). Search
terms were combined using the logical operators “AND,” “OR,” and “NOT” to locate the most
relevant articles. Although the term “African American” was entered with the logical operator
“NOT,” database searches often returned results that conflated the experiences of African
Americans and African immigrants; these results were excluded from the analysis. Articles and
book chapters identified by this search that focused on engagement of African immigrant and
refugee families in K-12 education and out-of-school-time activities (n = 41 potential articles)
were included for the next step. Because the initial focus of this search was on family
engagement in K-12 education, articles that focused on early childhood education, engagement
in health education (e.g., chronic health condition management for adults and articles that
focused on the healthcare system), or a too-specific cultural context that did not include
experiences of immigration (e.g., exclusive focus on one ethnic group or tribe within a rural area
in a single African country) were excluded, resulting in 21 potential articles.
Table 1. Search Terms Utilized in Literature Search
Family Context Search Terms
African cultural groups
African immigrants
African immigrants or refugees
African refugees
East African
Ethiopian
Immigration
Refugees
Somali

Engagement Search
Terms
Family engagement
Parent education
Parent engagement
Parent involvement
Parent training

Additional Context
Search Terms
Advice
Schools

Excluded Terms
African American

The identified literature was then organized into categories based on each article’s focus:
resources for parents (n = 1), general literature on immigrant and refugee families (n = 25), and
literature on immigrant and refugee African families (n = 8). Because the motivation for this
literature review was to find information relevant for working with African families engaged in
family life education, articles from the third category, literature on immigrant and refugee
African families, became the focus of the literature review (n = 8 potential articles and books).
Reference lists from each article within this category were reviewed, and any additional articles
(n = 2) that focused on African contexts and family engagement were also included. Upon
further review, three articles were excluded for having a too-specific cultural context (for
example, a focus on one specific tribe or ethnic group residing in a rural area of a single African
nation, with no discussion of immigration) or for lacking focus on family engagement (for
example, a focus on gender role socialization). One book was excluded for lacking information
on family engagement, and another book was excluded for demonstrating cultural insensitivity
and pathologizing African families, which was counter to the aims of this search.
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A final sample of two books and three peer-reviewed journal articles, all of which focused on
family engagement and African cultural contexts, were included in this literature review. One of
these books was an edited book (Adams & Kirova, 2006) that contained seven relevant chapters,
six of which were authored by individuals other than the editors and detailed relevant studies
conducted by the chapter authors. Two books, seven unique book chapters, and three journal
articles were included in the final sample and are denoted with an asterisk in the reference list.
After reading each identified peer-reviewed journal article and book chapter included in the
literature search, a summary document was created for each article and chapter; keywords that
might represent a potential theme were noted. Next, a list of all keywords was created and
organized into categories. These categories were grouped into three overarching themes, which
are listed in order of prevalence within and across articles: (a) culture, (b) potential challenges,
and (c) program components. The findings for each theme are detailed in the results.
Results
Culture
A common theme across the literature was cultural factors that impact family engagement.
Cultural factors related to families’ values, norms, and cultural contexts. Within this theme, four
subthemes emerged: (a) the high value of educational success, (b), African cultural values and
norms, (c) the importance of cultural capital, and (d) acculturation gaps between parents and
children as a source of stress. Each of these subthemes is discussed below.
High Value of Educational Success. Across the literature, it was clear that immigrant and
refugee parents (including African immigrants and refugees) placed a high value on education
and wanted to see their children be successful in school (Adams & Kirova, 2006; Arthur, 2000;
Dachyshyn, 2006; Georgis et al., 2014; Li, 2006; Szente & Hoot, 2006). Immigrant and refugee
parents from multiple African countries described education as a means to better opportunities
and upward social mobility for their children. For example, in discussing their work with Somali
families, Georgis et al. (2014) noted that “parental aspirations included a desire for their children
to grow up bicultural and do well in school so that they can be successful in Canada” (p. 26).
Similarly, in Li’s (2006) case study of a Sudanese refugee family, the parents had high hopes for
their children’s futures and saw education as a means to better opportunities. Refugee parents
were committed to finding ways to support their children in their mission to be successful in
school (Li, 2006; Szente & Hoot, 2006). Szente and Hoot (2006) noted that in their interviews
with refugee parents that they unanimously articulated the high value their families placed on
education.
It is clear that African cultures placed a high value on educational success for their children, and
this translated into parents’ commitment to education (Arthur, 2000). Arthur stressed that many
members of the African diaspora in Minnesota valued education as a means toward upward
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mobility, as he stated that this is true for most African immigrants across the U.S. “African
immigrants’ commitment to education . . . has been facilitated by two main factors: first, the
emphasis that African culture attaches to education; second, the immigrants’ proficiency and
fluency in English” (Arthur, 2000, p. 104).
African Cultural Values and Norms. Although Africa is a continent that contains many
different countries and distinct cultures, literature on family engagement with African immigrant
families stressed values that were common across many of the different cultural groups. Many
African cultures are communal in nature, where caring and sharing are heavily emphasized
(Ghong et al., 2007). Core values in most African cultures include honesty, respect for others
(including elders), care, integrity, and community. Reciprocity of these characteristics is integral
to building strong relationships (Ghong et al., 2007; Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006). In discussing
the ways that African parents transmit these cultural values to their children, Arthur noted,
“[African] parents stress to their children the importance of education, social responsibility,
respect for authority, hard work, and service” (p. 113). Additionally, extended family is
important for African immigrant families, and closeness with extended family can serve as a
protective factor for children, especially those growing up in single-parent homes (Arthur, 2000).
African families sometimes demonstrated different childrearing and disciplinary practices
(Dachyshyn, 2006; Georgis et al., 2014) and different orientations to time (Georgis et al., 2014)
than what might be expected in the U.S. Conceptualizations of what skills and type of education
children need to grow into successful adults differed by culture, especially between
individualistic and more communal cultures. For example, Roer-Strier and Strier (2006) found
that fathers in rural Ethiopia taught their children skills related to providing for the family (e.g.,
farming skills) rather than sending them to school; this decision was the result of what they
believed their children would need to know to become successful adults in rural Ethiopia, where
education in these practical skills was necessary for survival. When families immigrate, they
often maintain the conceptualizations that are consistent with their heritage culture, which can
result in conflict between families’ ideals and those put forth by the education system in which
their children are immersed in the U.S. (Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006). Assertiveness, for instance,
is a quality that was highly valued in the U.S. but may be perceived as disrespectful, especially
when directed toward teachers or other elders, in Ethiopian culture.
The Importance of Cultural Capital. Also evident across the literature was the notion of
valuing one’s family cultural capital as a critical component of family engagement, including
incorporating families’ cultural traditions and values into family life programming (Georgis et
al., 2014; Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006). For example, in their work with Somali families, Georgis
et al. (2014) found that by understanding where families come from and what they have to offer,
family educators were able to build strong relationships with Somali families. Similarly, Ghong
et al. (2007) stressed the importance of incorporating into family life education what families
from different cultural backgrounds had to contribute to the larger group because of their culture.
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In their interviews with Ethiopian fathers living in Israel, Roer-Strier and Strier (2006) found that
Ethiopian fathers were interested in participating in intervention programs related to school, but
some stressed that “programs must take into account the values and traditions of the Ethiopian
community and try to build a bridge between the host culture and that of their country of origin”
(p. 110).
Acculturation Gaps Between Parents and Children as a Source of Stress. When engaging
with immigrant and refugee parents, it is important to recognize that one source of stress for
families relates to acculturation gaps between parents and children. Acculturation gaps often
involve role reversals related to language wherein children take on more responsibilities than
parents due to children’s more rapid acquisition of English proficiency. For instance, immigrant
and refugee children often translate for their parents. While providing translation can help
children retain their home language and speed up the acquisition of a new language, the resulting
gaps in acculturation and role reversals can be a major source of stress for families (Adams &
Kirova, 2006). Stress can also be caused by differences in the values upheld by parents and
children because parents want their children to uphold values from their heritage culture, but
children may act on values that are more consistent with mainstream U.S. culture (Arthur, 2000;
Kirova & Adams, 2006).
Potential Challenges
The second common theme in the literature was potential challenges that family life educators
may need to address to engage African families. Potential challenges included three subthemes:
(a) language barriers; (b) barriers related to resettlement; and (c) limited, interrupted, and
different experiences with formal education. Each of these subthemes is discussed in turn.
Language Barriers. Language barriers may be a significant barrier to engagement for African
families. Often, when immigrant and refugee families engage with school personnel or family
life educators, language barriers make these interactions more challenging. For example,
language barriers are frequently cited as a reason that parents do not attend parent-teacher
conferences (Georgis et al., 2014; Szente & Hoot, 2006; Vidali & Adams, 2006). Translation
services are sometimes not available in these contexts (Szente & Hoot, 2006), or parents are
unaware of how to request these services, which can frustrate parents and decrease their interest
in engaging with these professionals in the future.
Barriers Related to Resettlement. Barriers that immigrant and refugee families face to
becoming engaged in family life programs often relate specifically to the nature of resettlement.
Resettling in a new country involves adjusting to a new way of life and being disconnected from
the support system of friends and family one had in their country of origin (Georgis et al., 2014).
Given the importance of extended family and community in African culture, being disconnected
from these supports can significantly impact African immigrant and refugee families’ ability to
participate in family life education (Arthur, 2000). Sometimes these barriers take the form of
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practical concerns, such as not having childcare options for children who cannot be left home
alone. Another common concern was transportation: families who did not own a vehicle may
not have had transportation to programming without the help of extended family and friends, a
support system that may not be available after resettlement.
Limited, Interrupted, and Different Experiences with Formal Education. It is important to
note that some families had limited or interrupted experiences with formal education in their
country of origin due to political restrictions or conflict; even well-educated families’
experiences with formal education in their country of origin may be quite different from
experiences in the U.S. education system. These factors can make the U.S. education system and
its expectations (e.g., parent-teacher conferences) difficult to navigate for African immigrants
(Adams & Kirova, 2006; Arthur, 2000; Dachyshyn, 2006; Kugler, 2011). For example, black
South Africans’ access to education was severely restricted under apartheid (Kugler, 2011), and
many Ethiopian refugees’ formal education was interrupted due to conflict (Arthur, 2000).
Adams and Kirova (2006) noted that many immigrant parents were often less educated than the
general population in their new country, which can make parents feel uncomfortable being
involved in their children’s schooling. Adams and Kirova’s assertion about parents’ educational
attainment related to the broader immigrant population in the U.S., and this statement may hold
true for some African immigrant and refugee families and not others. For example, Arthur
(2000) noted that many African immigrants to the U.S. were well-educated, initially arriving in
the U.S. to pursue higher education. While these immigrants have extensive experience with
formal education, their experiences have likely differed from experiences in the U.S. education
system due to political, geographic, and cultural differences that impact education.
Families’ heritage cultures may also have different expectations regarding parent involvement in
education; limited parental involvement in schooling is the norm in many immigrants’ heritage
cultures. In some cultures (including many African cultures), the responsibility for educating
children lies mainly with the teacher (Georgis et al., 2014), and parents trust teachers to make
decisions and, thus, refrain from being involved (Ghong et al., 2007; Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006).
Parents support the work of teachers (for example, by making sure children complete their
homework), but involvement at school (including asking questions of the teacher or visiting the
school to meet with the teacher) may be perceived as a sign of disrespect. Parents show their
respect for teachers by keeping their distance (Adams & Kirova, 2006; Kugler, 2011). The
expectation in the U.S. that parents are present in the school building and interact with and
question teachers can be very unfamiliar and uncomfortable for immigrant and refugee families,
but it is not a sign of disengagement from their child’s education.
Program Components
The third theme across the literature was program components that can be employed to help
engage African families. Within this theme, four subthemes were identified: (a) reciprocity in
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family engagement, (b) individualized or personalized communication with families, (c)
leadership roles for families who have been engaged, and (d) cultural brokers.
Reciprocity in Family Engagement. Reciprocity in family engagement refers to the need for
relationships between parents and family life educators to demonstrate mutual respect and
responsiveness to one another. Parent engagement strategies that foster meaningful connections
by incorporating families’ cultural traditions can help parents feel like they have a place at the
school or organization to advocate for their children’s needs (Kugler, 2011). It is important to
provide a space where parents can voice their needs and ideas, as well as share responsibility in
parent engagement groups rather than simply fulfill roles defined by the school or organization,
for example, by regularly volunteering in the classroom (Georgis et al., 2014). Adams and
Kirova (2006) similarly stressed the importance of parents’ voices being heard, especially with
respect to English as a Second Language (ESL) programs and ESL families’ backgrounds.
Individualized or Personalized Communication with Families. When family life educators
interact with immigrant and refugee families, it is essential that their communication with these
families is personalized. Kugler (2011) noted that schools’ efforts to engage immigrant and
refugee families were often minimal (for example, hosting occasional multicultural events or
providing written translations to documents), and as a result, schools missed important
opportunities to engage with families in meaningful ways. Kugler asserted that personalized
communication (for example, making a phone call to discuss something positive with the family)
was necessary to build meaningful relationships with African families. In addition, Kirova and
Adams (2006) argued that location matters, asserting that working with parents in their home
community (rather than expecting them to come and interact at the school facility) can provide
opportunities to reach a greater number of immigrant parents rather than waiting for parents to
come to the school to engage with educators.
Leadership Roles for Families who Have Been Engaged. Providing leadership opportunities
for parents who have been actively engaged in family life programs not only keeps those families
engaged but also helps engage new families (Kugler, 2011). Zhang and Wei-Xiao (2006) found
parent leadership to be critical to their success in a community-based education program. When
parents have the opportunity to serve as leaders, they become more confident in their skills, more
invested in the work they are doing, and more passionate about involving other parents in this
important work.
Cultural Brokers. Cultural brokers are individuals who help build connections between persons
from different cultural backgrounds by bridging cultural differences (for example, between
African immigrant families and educators). Cultural brokering can involve interpretation or
translation, but it also includes helping families and schools understand one another’s
expectations and norms (Georgis et al., 2014). As noted earlier, children often act as linguistic
brokers for their families (Adams & Kirova, 2006), but cultural brokers from outside the family
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can be especially helpful in facilitating meaningful relationships between family life educators
and families. For example, Georgis and colleagues (2014) found that cultural insiders from a
partnering agency acted as cultural brokers and helped build relationships between families and
schools. Cultural brokers can help alleviate strain in relationships and break down barriers to
involvement for families (Georgis et al., 2014).
Implications
The themes of culture, potential challenges, and program components identified in this review of
the literature have important implications for human scientists and Extension professionals
working with African immigrant and refugee families across a variety of content areas (see Table
2). Throughout this section, examples from different areas of Extension scholarship are used to
exemplify how the proposed strategies can support programming across content areas.
Table 2. Recommendations for Extension Professionals and Human Scientists
Theme
Culture

Subtheme
High value of educational
success
African cultural values

Importance of cultural capital

Potential
challenges

Program
components

Acculturation gaps as a
source of stress
Language barriers
Barriers related to
resettlement
Limited, interrupted, and
different experiences of
formal education
Reciprocity in family
engagement
Individualized or
personalized communication

Leadership roles for families
Cultural brokers
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Recommendations & Strategies for Professionals
Recognize and incorporate the value of educational
success by framing participation in terms of educational
success.
Incorporate and uphold values of respect, honesty,
community, caring, and integrity when working with
families.
Work with families’ broader cultural community to
create programs that incorporate families’ cultural
capital. Provide opportunities for families to share their
expertise to strengthen programs.
Attend to stress related to different rates of
acculturation for parents and children.
Provide interpretation and translation.
Provide transportation, childcare, and meals.
Recognize when families are uncomfortable engaging
because of limited formal education. Provide
additional supports for families as needed.
Provide opportunities for families to voice needs and
generate ideas on how to address those needs.
Make personalized phone calls. Work with families in
their home community to build relationships that
increase capacity to identify resources to best meet
family needs.
Provide families who have previously participated in
workshops with opportunities to lead and teach others.
Recruit cultural brokers who can help professionals and
families better understand one another’s expectations
and norms to alleviate strain in relationships.
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Culture
Understanding the high value African families place on students’ educational success has
important implications for human scientists and Extension professionals. Professionals who
hope to engage African families could help families see how their programs help promote
educational success. For example, by helping families understand that colleges and universities
expect applicants to have participated in extracurricular activities both at school and in their
community, Extension professionals can help engage families in youth development
programming to promote families’ goals of educational success for their children.
When working with African families, Extension professionals could benefit from recognizing
and understanding common African cultural values of honesty, integrity, and respect. Upholding
these values when interacting with families can foster stronger relationships with families in all
areas of Extension programming. Core African values of community, social responsibility, and
service seem especially relevant for Extension professionals in the area of community
engagement and leadership. By working with African families in their community, professionals
can engage families around the issues that families find most important and relevant within their
community. Further, because of the importance of extended family relationships in African
cultures, family engagement does not mean just engaging parents but also grandparents, aunts,
uncles, and possibly older siblings and cousins.
Valuing families’ heritage culture and cultural capital involves recognizing and valuing the ways
that the larger group benefits from families’ unique experiences and perspectives. Researching
families’ heritage culture is one way that family life educators can better understand families’
contexts in order to facilitate relationship-building with those families (Ghong et al., 2007).
Immigrant and refugee families have a wealth of knowledge and experience that can be shared
with the larger group for everyone’s benefit (Kugler, 2011). In the case of African immigrants to
the U.S., most are well-educated (Arthur, 2000), meaning that these families may strengthen
various Extension programs through the expertise and social capital they bring to programs. For
example, families may be well-educated in the area of public policy, which could strengthen
programs aimed at community engagement and leadership. Even in cases when families have
limited experience with formal education systems, their cultural capital has the potential to
strengthen programs. For example, families from rural Ethiopia often supported themselves in
their country of origin through farming, and parents have often taught these skills to their
children (Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006). Extension professionals working in the area of agriculture
or gardening could provide opportunities for these families to share their expertise as a means of
strengthening their programming by including information on different agricultural practices.
Further, working with the community in these ways can help family life educators create
programs that effectively incorporate families’ cultural capital (Roer-Strier & Strier, 2006).
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Although at first glance, acculturation gaps between parents and children as a source of family
stress may not seem relevant to many human scientists and Extension professionals, this theme
has important implications for many professionals, including youth workers. Families
experiencing stress related to parent-child acculturation gaps may be less likely to engage in
certain youth development programming for fear of increased stress if they believe these
programs may Americanize their children or devalue their heritage culture. By recognizing the
gaps that exist between parents and children, youth workers can find ways to incorporate
students’ heritage culture into programming to help alleviate parents’ concerns related to these
gaps.
Potential Challenges
When working with African families, it is important for Extension professionals and human
scientists to recognize language as a potential challenge that might arise and to find ways to
conquer this challenge. Speaking quickly may make it difficult for non-native English speakers
to understand what is being communicated. It is also important to remember that sometimes
individuals understand English but may find it challenging to express themselves in English.
Some families may be uncomfortable engaging in English-only programming, and it is important
for Extension professionals to provide opportunities for families to engage regardless of their
level of English proficiency. For example, when working with families in the area of financial
literacy, Extension professionals can provide translators or interpreters to make information more
accessible to families. Translators, interpreters, and other cultural insiders can also help
Extension educators recognize cultural differences that may lead to questions in order to help
educators develop culturally competent responses to questions, thereby increasing the efficacy of
these programs.
Another potential challenge that Extension professionals and family scientists may need to
address is resettlement. When families resettle in the U.S., their access to social support is often
restricted because they are no longer living near extended family or friends who can assist with
some barriers to engagement. For example, recently resettled families may not have childcare
for children who are too young to attend programming or may not have assistance with
transportation issues that arise. When engaging African immigrant and refugee families,
Extension educators can increase their access to these programs by providing transportation and
childcare for families who can attend.
Some, though certainly not all, African immigrant and refugee families may have limited or
interrupted experiences with formal education due to political conflict in their country of origin.
It is important to remember that in discussing African immigrants and refugees, one is talking
about a collection of individuals from over 50 different countries with a multitude of differences.
Thus, African immigrants’ and refugees’ experiences with education vary widely when these
individuals enter the U.S., and family life educators must be attuned to this variability. Despite
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high levels of education among some families, it is understandable why many African immigrant
and refugee families may demonstrate low levels of engagement in traditional family life
programs. Extension professionals should not assume the African families with whom they work
have low levels of education, but they should be aware that this might be the case for some
families depending on the specific circumstances surrounding their resettlement or choice to
immigrate.
When working with families with limited experiences with formal education, family life
educators could utilize visual models to make information more accessible. Visual models
provide a representation of material that does not depend on understanding complex linguistic
patterns and nuances, and they provide a concrete way in which families can connect to the
material. Additionally, family life educators should exercise sensitivity in their interactions with
families and operate from a strengths-based approach, which focuses on what families do have,
rather than from a deficit approach.
Program Components
Family engagement is reciprocal in nature, and families must have opportunities to voice their
concerns, needs, and ideas. Extension professionals working in a variety of areas (including
community engagement and leadership, nutrition, and youth development) could all strengthen
their programming by creating space for families to share responsibility in the design of
programs. When families are able to articulate their needs and collaborate with professionals on
ways to meet these needs, they are better able to see the benefits of Extension programming,
thereby increasing their engagement.
Extension professionals in all program areas could increase family engagement through
personalized communication. For example, by forming relationships with families that allow for
personalized communication about each family’s specific needs, Extension professionals
working in the area of health and wellness could help families identify specific programs and
events that could best address these needs. Another way that professionals can increase their
personalized communication with families is to engage with families in their home community.
Providing leadership opportunities for families who have been engaged in family life programs
not only helps continue their engagement in programming but also facilitates the recruitment of
new families. For example, Extension professionals working in the area of gardening could
provide opportunities for families from previous classes to lead a workshop in teaching some of
the skills they learned to other families. In leading these sessions, previously engaged families
demonstrate the usefulness of the skills being taught for newly engaged families. Further, when
these families learn that they will be leading a session, they may ask other families from their
community to attend events to support them, thereby increasing the number of families reached
by that program.
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Finally, cultural brokers can play an important role in Extension professionals’ and human
scientists’ work. For example, cultural brokers can help cultural outsiders working in the area of
nutrition to understand families’ food preferences and their culture around food and mealtimes.
Cultural brokers help family life educators and families bridge cultural divides to better
understand one another’s expectations and norms. By bridging these divides, cultural brokers
break down barriers to family engagement and can help build trusting relationships between
family life educators and families.
Limitations of Past Research and Future Directions
Despite a literature review designed to focus exclusively on family engagement in K-12
education and out-of-school-time for immigrant and refugee African families, the literature in
this area often encompasses broader immigrant and refugee populations and contexts without an
explicit focus on families’ heritage cultures; some studies on immigrants and refugees, in
general, were included in this review. It is clear that the family engagement literature often
neglected the myriad of cultural nuances that differ between cultural groups and often
approaches African immigrants as a unified group despite major variations in their cultural
contexts. The most glaring limitation and need for future research in this area is the dearth of
information on African immigrant and refugee families in general, and families from individual
African countries and cultures specifically. It is recommended that researchers pay close
attention to the contextual differences within these groups (for example, differences between
immigrants, who relocate by choice, and refugees, who are forced to flee their countries of origin
for safety). Although articles that focused on African Americans were excluded from the
literature review, database searches often returned results that conflated the experiences of
African Americans and African immigrants. African immigrants and African Americans come
from significantly different social, historical, and cultural contexts, and their experiences are
distinct from one another (Arthur, 2000). Future research on family engagement, in general,
should distinguish between these groups and avoid conflating their experiences.
In reviewing the literature on family engagement with African families, it was also noted that
while many articles provided general advice for engaging these families (for example, Szente &
Hoot, 2006), less than half of the articles provided specific strategies for family engagement (for
example, Georgis et al., 2014). It is recommended that researchers collaborate with
professionals who are successfully building partnerships with African families and document
specific action steps and processes that could be replicated by other professionals across the
country.
Finally, it is important to note that a limitation of this literature review is that it included a
relatively small sample of articles and book chapters. This small sample is related to the scarcity
of research on African immigrants and refugees. Because of this small sample, the results of this
literature review are quite broad. Although several researchers have explored providing family

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

205

Family Engagement with African Families

199

life education to diverse families (e.g., Ballard & Taylor, 2011; Duncan & Goddard, 2016), it is
unclear if these best practices are appropriate for African immigrant and refugee families
because so little research has been done with this group; African immigrants and refugees are a
diverse group in and of themselves. Further, these individuals are situated in a unique social
location because of their race and status as immigrants or refugees. Thus, best practices for
African Americans or other immigrant groups may not be effective with this group; further
research is needed to identify best practices for this population.
Conclusion
The communities with whom Extension professionals and human scientists work are being
influenced by the influx of immigrants and refugees from Africa. To support the work of
professionals, a thorough review of the literature on family engagement in K-12 education and
out-of-school-time with African families was undertaken, and three themes for this work
emerged. Each of these themes has important implications for human scientists and Extension
professionals, who should incorporate the understanding gained from these themes into their
practice. By providing specific strategies and action steps for human scientists and Extension
professionals who work with African immigrant and refugee families, this paper extends the
literature on family engagement, providing valuable insights for professionals who work with
African families, and lays important groundwork for future basic and applied research in this
area.
References
Adams, L. D., & Kirova, A. (2006). Global migration and education: Schools, children, and
families. Lawrence Erlbaum.
*Arthur, J. A. (2000). Invisible sojourners: African immigrant diaspora in the United States.
Praeger.
Ballard, S. M., & Taylor, A. C. (2011). Family life education with diverse populations. Sage.
*Dachyshyn, D. M. (2006). Refugee families with preschool children: Adjustment to life in
Canada. In L. D. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education: Schools,
children, and families (pp. 251–262). Lawrence Erlbaum.
Duncan, S. F., & Goddard, H. W. (2016). Family life education: Principles and practices for
effective outreach. Sage.
*Georgis, R., Gokiert, R. J., Ford, D. M., & Ali, M. (2014). Creating inclusive parent
engagement practices: Lessons learned from a school community collaborative
supporting newcomer refugee families. Multicultural Education, 21(3–4), 23–27.
*Ghong, M., Saah, L., Larke, P. J., & Webb-Johnson, G. (2007). Teach my child, too: African
immigrant parents and multicultural educators sharing culturally responsive teaching tips.
Journal of Praxis in Multicultural Education, 2(1), 61–69. doi:10.9741/2161-2978.1023

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

206

Family Engagement with African Families

200

Higginbotham, B. J., & Myler, C. (2010). The influence of facilitator and facilitation
characteristics on participants’ ratings of stepfamily education. Family Relations, 59(1),
74–86. https://doi.org/10.1111/j.1741-3729.2009.00587.x
*Kirova, A., & Adams, L. D. (2006). Lessons learned and implications for the future. In L. D.
Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education: Schools, children, and
families (pp. 321–326). Lawrence Erlbaum.
*Kugler, E. G. (2011). Is anyone listening to families’ dreams? Educational Leadership, 68(8),
32–36.
*Li, G. (2006). Crossing cultural borders in the United States: A case study of a Sudanese
refugee family’s experiences with urban schooling. In L. D. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.),
Global migration and education: Schools, children, and families (pp. 237–250).
Lawrence Erlbaum.
Remington, N. (2008). African immigrants in Minnesota: Rural African summit. Institute for
Agriculture and Trade Policy. https://www.iatp.org/files/258_2_104335.pdf
*Roer-Strier, D., & Strier, R. (2006). The role of home and school in the socialization of
immigrant children in Israel: Fathers’ views. In L. D. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global
migration and education: Schools, children, and families (pp. 103–119). Lawrence
Erlbaum.
*Szente, J., & Hoot, J. (2006). Exploring the needs of refugee children in our schools. In L. D.
Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education: Schools, children, and
families (pp. 219–236). Lawrence Erlbaum.
United States Department of Homeland Security. (2017). 2016 yearbook of immigration
statistics. https://www.dhs.gov/sites/default/files/publications/2016%20Yearbook%20of
%20Immigration%20Statistics.pdf
*Vidali, E. L., & Adams, L. D. (2006). A challenge of transnational migration: Young children
start school. In L. D. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education:
Schools, children, and families (pp. 121–134). Lawrence Erlbaum.
*Zhang, Y., & Wei-Xiao, B. (2006). Community-based education for children of migrant peasant
workers. In L. D. Adams & A. Kirova (Eds.), Global migration and education: Schools,
children, and families (pp. 307–320). Lawrence Erlbaum.
Jordan Timmons recently graduated with her master’s in family social science from the
University of Minnesota. She is in her final semester of graduate coursework in the counseling
and student personnel psychology program at the University of Minnesota.
Dr. Jodi Dworkin is a professor and Extension specialist in the Department of Family Social
Science at the University of Minnesota.

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

207

Forestry Extension Long-term Impact Evaluation

201

Experiences from a Forestry Extension
Long-term Impact Evaluation
Jason Gordon
University of Georgia
Marc Measells
Mississippi State University
John Willis
U.S. Forest Service
Brady Self
Mississippi State University
This report describes a long-term impact evaluation conducted by a Forestry
Extension program. Documenting long-term impacts is increasingly important to
demonstrate the perceived public value of Extension programming. However, the
extended time frame of forestry activities creates challenges for technology
transfer, including the realization of learning objectives and reporting to
administrators and public officials. Mississippi State University has attempted to
address these challenges through in-person impact evaluation. Three years of
results are presented from an ongoing long-term impact assessment conducted
after clients received forestry information from an educational program. The
assessment demonstrated 31% of clients had implemented forestry practices since
attending Extension educational programs. Almost 47% planned to implement
practices in the future, and over 73% reported Extension educational programs
helped them be more profitable in forest management. Methodological
challenges and implications for future educational efforts are discussed.
Keywords: impact, evaluation, forestry, long-term, assessment
Introduction
Many Forestry Extension programs are considering implementing long-term impact assessments.
As Extension competes with other publicly-funded programs for legitimacy and attention from
lawmakers, assessment of long-term effects – particularly behavior change – from educational
programs is increasingly important for sustainability. Long-term impact has been measured in
programs such as 4-H (Lodl & Stevens, 2002), nutrition (Koszewski et al., 2011), and financial
literacy (Meraz et al., 2013), among other topics. However, long-term impact assessments are
Direct correspondence to Marc Measells at mkm2@msstate.edu
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less common in agricultural areas of Extension and virtually nonexistent in forestry programs. A
2013 article by Lamm et al. noted that federal funding requires medium- and long-term impact
evaluation under the Government Performance Results Act of 1993. However, the authors noted
few Extension professionals measure long-term impacts, despite common post-session surveys.
Without better documentation of long-term impacts, Extension programs risk having a lower
perceived public value.
Forestry Extension efforts are particularly difficult to measure due to the prolonged nature of
forestry enterprises. Depending on the time period considered, most other Extension programs
(e.g., 4-H, Master Gardeners, healthy living) can quantify behavior change of clients between
one and five years. By comparison, client actions in forestry may take place in 10- to 15-year
intervals or longer. For the most part, clients take over a year before implementing practices
suggested during an educational program due to the large investment in time and financial
resources required in forest management. In cases where behavior change occurs in less than a
year, a forestry educational program may have contributed to the change, but the management
decision was likely made prior to attending the educational program.
Thus, defining the assessment period is challenging for Forestry Extension programs. A sixmonth post-session evaluation is too soon for the majority of clients to have made any behavior
changes. However, recall diminishes after a year (Dillman, 2000), with clients forgetting when,
where, and from whom they learned something before it influenced their action. While the longterm time horizon of forestry operations can make institutional change uncomfortable, Extension
must continually adjust to such contradictions in order to effectively benefit clientele. The
objective of this brief report is to provide an example of a long-term impact assessment effort
from a Forestry Extension program. We hope that other programs can learn from our experience
and initiate their own long-term impact assessments.
Methods
Since 2016, Mississippi State University has measured long-term impacts using a two-page
questionnaire distributed during local forest landowner association meetings by Mississippi State
University personnel. Evaluations were completed during the program and returned immediately
to the Extension personnel. Each of 63 landowner associations in Mississippi received one longterm impact evaluation per year, with evaluations distributed approximately one year after an
educational program. As such, some landowner associations had received up to three long-term
impact evaluations since 2016. At each program, Extension personnel explained the reason for
the evaluation and how it benefited the Extension program as well as clientele.
The questionnaire addressed the number of Extension Forestry programs attended,
implementation of information learned, intent to implement information, reasons for not
implementing information, whether information was shared with other landowners, and
individual background information (race, age, gender, participant type, acres owned, type of
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client – e.g., landowner, forester, logger). Other than background information, most response
queries were open-ended. In addition, two questions measured the perceived value of Extension
information. One dichotomous choice question asked if landowners avoided management
mistakes or unnecessary costs as a result of information learned. Another dichotomous choice
question asked whether the Extension information helped the client save and/or earn money from
forestland management, with an open-ended estimate of value (in dollars) following an
affirmative response to the initial question. For all questions, participants were asked to consider
only the information they had received from Mississippi State University programs. Readers
interested in obtaining a copy of the evaluation can contact the corresponding author.
Results
Data reported in this Brief Report were collected from January 1, 2016, through July 10, 2018, at
130 Forestry Extension meetings. In total, 2,884 individuals completed evaluations. The
majority of evaluation participants were landowners (n = 2,483), and on average, attended 2.2
Forestry Extension programs for a total of 6,078 programs. Participants owned and/or managed
10,233,545 acres of forestland in 78 of the 82 Mississippi counties in addition to counties in six
other states.
Of the completed evaluations, 1,006 individuals (34.9%) responded to an open-ended question
regarding forestry practices they had implemented since attending an Extension program. Of
those who had implemented recommended practices, the top three activities stated were
prescribed burning (27%), thinning (22%), and reforestation (14%); evaluation participants did
not note the specific features of the practices taught by Extension. A reported 900,111 acres
were impacted by all practices implemented. In addition, 1,327 (46%) individuals indicated they
planned to implement practices at an appropriate time in the future on 1,242,504 acres, with the
majority being implemented within the next year (31.0%). An additional 29.6% said they would
implement practices in the next two years from when they completed the evaluation.
The majority of evaluation participants (72.0%) indicated the programs helped them avoid
poor/bad management decisions or avoided unnecessary costs. The majority (76.8%) estimated
that programs helped them save and/or earn money – for a reported total of approximately
$26,857,007. Most participants (85.4%) reported they shared information they learned with
family members or landowners who were not in attendance.
Discussion and Future Directions
While our effort to document long-term impacts is not a panacea, it contributes to the diversity of
tools available to Extension professionals. An evaluation conducted 12 months after an
educational intervention is not especially innovative; however, the activity of conducting a longterm impact assessment is unique for Forestry Extension programming. Our long-term impact
approach has demonstrated the value of our Extension program to clients. For example, the most
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implemented practice, prescribed burning, is a confirmatory result of intense educational efforts
and substantial financial resources to increase prescribed burning among landowners.
Several challenges exist, however. For example, long-term impact data collection requires great
effort to track survey distribution by year and county. In addition, perceived valuation measures
are not perfect, and reporting avoidance of mistakes due to Extension programming is only a
representation of perceived benefit. Still, results have been used by administration during
budgetary conversations with lawmakers, the University president, and others to demonstrate
public value of the program. In an era of budget cuts and competition for funding, long-term
impact on behavior change is critical to the sustainability of Extension programming.
The methods in this report can easily be replicated. Long-term impact assessment is possible
through dedicated staff and ongoing data collection. A single data collection point is unlikely to
have the degree of effect on decisionmakers as ongoing collection. An ideal evaluation would
contain questions concerning the impacts of a specified program for improved accuracy;
however, this may require a well-developed email list to distribute the questions to identified
clients. In any case, such an intensive practice of evaluation requires the commitment of
personnel who are willing to distribute surveys and/or communicate an upcoming event to a data
collector. While not always easy, it is an effort that results in high dividends for both the
program as well as individual personnel evaluations. Keeping pace with a changing society can
be challenging and expensive. However, losing contact with our clientele is not a risk Extension
can afford to take.
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The purpose of this research brief is to report on the impact of Harvest of the
Month (HOM) for Early Care and Education (ECE) at home to better understand
parent perspectives and influences on children’s nutrition behavior. Harvest of
the Month (HOM) is a farm to school programming strategy that features a
locally grown food in at least one nutrition and agriculture lesson, taste test
activity, and a snack or meal recipe each month. This exploratory study used a
survey research design to gather parent perspectives during pilot implementation
of HOM for ECE during the 2017 – 2018 school year. The survey was delivered
electronically. Twenty-one parents from a campus-based preschool program in
the northwest United States reported procurement and consumption of HOM
foods at home. Findings suggest that a variety of HOM foods are being served
and consumed at home. Parents in this study placed more importance on
knowing where food comes from rather than serving local foods. Further,
parents’ knowledge of farm to ECE, reported food purchasing at farmer’s
markets, and participation in community-supported agriculture (CSA) programs
were limited, suggesting a need for continued targeted parent education that
could have a positive effect of families’ healthy eating.
Keywords: Harvest of the Month, early childhood nutrition, family nutrition,
parent education
Introduction
The farm to school movement aims to change community health outcomes by engaging schools
and early care and education (ECE) sites in three core elements: local food procurement,
education, and gardening. Harvest of the Month (HOM) is an approach to farm to school
programming that has been successful in increasing knowledge, promoting positive attitudes, and
increasing local food consumption in K-12 settings (Margolin et al., 2018; Yoder et al., 2014).
In Montana, HOM seeks to increase exposure and support local producers of Montana grown
foods. HOM programming features a locally grown food in at least one nutrition and agriculture
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lesson, taste test activity, and a snack or meal recipe each month at school. Programming is
further supported by the distribution of ready-to-use materials, including posters and newsletters
for cafeteria and classroom environments, and parent newsletters. In recent years, HOM has
expanded its reach, with content and resources available in many states, including California,
Georgia, Illinois, Montana, South Carolina, and Vermont. To promote connections between
local agriculture, increase the availability of nutritious foods, and influence eating behaviors in
the early years of life, HOM has expanded to include ECE programs, therefore broadening the
reach from K-12 settings to include young children and their families.
As children begin developing food preferences and behaviors early in life, nutrition education in
ECE settings can be especially impactful in influencing lifelong eating habits, particularly when
combined with efforts at home (Savage et al., 2007). Family members living in the same home
as the child, and parents, in particular, are often considered key gatekeepers and socializing
agents to children’s early eating patterns (Larsen et al., 2015; Maher et al., 2010; Savage et al.,
2007). Availability and easy accessibility of foods are associated with greater consumption of
healthy foods (Savage et al., 2007). Research suggests that food-related parenting practices,
including early introduction, positive reinforcement, modeling, and repeated experiences with
foods, are beneficial to encourage children to engage in healthy eating patterns (Savage et al.,
2007). These food-related parenting practices could be reinforced by consistent adult supports
across multiple environments where children are regularly interacting with food, including
childcare settings and the home (Larson & Story, 2009; Savage et al., 2007). A meta-analysis of
interventions for children five and under indicated potential for behavior change through
repeated exposures across multiple settings, noting a need for further research on implications of
these interventions on family habits (Wolfenden et al., 2012).
Purpose
In this study, family nutrition behavior, including procurement and attitudes about local foods,
were examined through survey methodology using an exploratory research design. Data were
collected from parents of preschool children participating in a HOM for ECE pilot program to (a)
examine trends in household nutrition behavior, including consumption, procurement, meal
planning, and (b) explore parents’ perceptions and attitudes related to the importance of HOM
products and local foods in their home.
Methods
The HOM for ECE program was piloted in a preschool in Montana during the 2017-2018 school
year, from August to May. Each month, one nutrition education lesson was taught, one taste test
was conducted, and one meal or snack menu item was modified to focus on each HOM food.
For example, children learned about different parts of an apple, tasted dehydrated local apples,
and prepared apple muffins that met Child and Adult Care Food Program (CACFP) meal pattern
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guidelines for an afternoon snack. Since the academic year lasted ten months, ten lessons, ten
taste tests, and ten meals or snacks were completed throughout this study.
Sample
One preschool program located on a university campus, enrolling children ages three to six, was
selected as the setting for this study through purposeful sampling of participating HOM for ECE
pilot sites and an existing relationship with the researchers. The preschool participates in
CACFP and takes pride in offering a project- and play-based curriculum, including healthy and
nutritious meals and snacks, according to the family handbook. Less than ten percent of families
receive free and reduced meals, and more than fifty percent of families are employed on campus.
Measures
Researchers were not aware of a short survey with established validity and reliability aimed to
measure parent perspectives and food behaviors related to HOM for ECE. The exploratory
nature of this study led the research team to design a parent survey to measure key components
of HOM for ECE at home, including local food procurement and consumption, as well as family
meal planning and nutrition behavior. Specific questions regarding parent demographics (e.g.,
age, education, race, SES) were not included in the survey, as the emphasis in this study was to
gather preliminary results and parent perspectives to inform future research efforts about the
potential impact of HOM for ECE.
Twenty survey questions included twelve fixed, two open-ended, and six Likert-scale response
options. Parents were asked to categorize how often (not sure, never, 1-3 times, 4-6 times, > 6
times) they or their child consumed each HOM food at school and at home in the past month.
Weekly menus were posted at the preschool to aid in parent knowledge of meals served at
school. Consumption frequency is reported as a percentage of parent respondents. Questions
about gardening habits (e.g., Do you maintain a garden at home?), Farmer’s Market attendance,
and participation in Community Supported Agriculture (CSA) were asked to yield information
about established connections to local foods. Additionally, parents were asked to categorize
their perceptions of the importance of serving local foods at home and at school and knowing
where your food comes from (not at all to extremely important). One open-ended question was
included at the end of the survey for parents to provide additional comments about food
purchasing and mealtime habits at home. Upon IRB approval, the survey was delivered
electronically to all parents via the preschool director in May 2018. Survey data were collected
through the end of the month, and only one request to complete the survey was sent.
Of the forty-five enrolled children, twenty-one of a total of eighty-five parents completed a
consent form and responded to the survey (25% rate of return). It is not known if more than one
parent from the same family completed the survey as identities were anonymous. Survey data
were analyzed using descriptive statistics.
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Results
Results are summarized and organized in this brief report to provide an understanding of parent
perspectives.
Household Nutrition Behavior
Comparing parent and child consumption frequency at home (Tables 1 and 2), adults reported
eating more kale than their children ate, but otherwise, both consumed many of the HOM foods
with similar frequency. Some popular HOM items represent broad food categories and do not
specify a particular food variety, such as grains and leafy greens. Other commonly consumed
HOM food items for families were apples and carrots, consistent with information reported in the
literature about children’s fruit and vegetable consumption (Fox et al., 2010). The least
consumed HOM food items for families were summer squash, winter squash, beets, and lentils.
Table 1. Parent Consumption Frequency of HOM Foods at Home

Summer
squash
Kale
Apples
Winter squash
Carrots
Beets
Beef
Grains
Lentils
Leafy greens

Not sure
n
%
1
5

n
7

Never
%
33

2
0
0
0
1
0
1
0
0

5
0
12
0
5
4
0
7
0

24
0
57
0
24
19
0
33
0

10
0
0
0
5
0
5
0
0

1-3 times
n
%
10
48

4-6 times
n
%
2
10

> 6 times
n
%
1
5

7
0
7
0
13
6
1
11
0

3
4
1
4
1
3
2
1
2

4
17
1
17
1
8
17
2
19

33
0
33
0
62
29
5
52
0

14
19
5
19
5
14
10
5
10

19
81
5
81
55
38
81
10
90

Table 2. Child Consumption Frequency of HOM Foods at Home

Summer
squash
Kale
Apples
Winter squash
Carrots
Beets
Beef
Grains
Lentils
Leafy greens

Not sure
n
%
1
5

Never
n
%
8
38

1-3 times
n
%
11
52

4-6 times
n
%
0
0

> 6 times
n
%
1
5

1
0
2
0
1
1
0
0
0

11
0
11
0
7
4
0
8
2

5
0
8
1
12
5
2
10
4

3
4
0
5
0
3
4
2
3

1
17
0
15
1
8
15
1
12

5
0
10
0
5
5
0
0
0
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52
0
52
0
33
19
0
38
10

24
0
38
5
57
24
10
48
19

14
19
0
24
0
14
19
10
14

5
81
0
71
5
38
71
5
57
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There were limited reports of CSA participation and varied attendance at farmer’s markets, but
many parents reported growing their own food at home. Only ten percent of parents (n = 2)
reported participation in a CSA, either for 1-2 seasons or for 3-4 seasons. Nearly 50% of parents
(n = 10) reported attending a farmer’s market very often or often, with only one parent reporting
never attending a farmer’s market. Of those that did attend, some parents reported purchasing
only one type of food item at the farmer’s market, typically vegetables, while other parents
reported purchasing two or more types of foods. Ten percent (n = 2) of parents reported
purchasing all five types of food items (animal proteins, grains, dairy, fruits, and vegetables).
Seventy-one percent (n = 15) of parents reported maintaining a vegetable garden at home.
Parent Perceptions of Local Foods
A majority of parents responded that knowing where your food comes from (71%) was more
important than serving local foods at home (62%) and serving local foods at preschool (55%).
(Table 3). Furthermore, parents revealed that it is more important to serve local foods at home
than at preschool. Despite the desire for healthy choices, parents experienced challenges as well.
In an open-ended response, one parent explained their views on local foods and HOM impact;
they said, “We try to buy organic when possible, and local when possible. But we get busy and
often do not. [The preschool director] emailed us a recipe for lentil muffins that looked great,
but we still have not made time to try it. I think the HOM has had some impact, but our son is
still mainly focused on sweets and carbs. I see now that I could have keyed into this program
much more, to supplement the work on these things being done at school, at home.” Another
parent described that “We try to eat local foods, but it is not a requirement. We eat what we can
from our small garden. We encourage our children to try new food.”
Table 3. Importance of Knowing Where Your Food Comes From and Serving Local Foods
How important is:

knowing where your
food comes from
n

Extremely important

%

6

serving local foods at
preschool
n

%

5
71%

serving local foods at
home
n
4

55%

62%

Very important

9

6

9

Moderately important

6

6

5

Slightly important

0

Not at all important

0

0

21

20
(one
response
left blank)

Total
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29%

100%

3

%

45%

3

38%

0
100%

21

100%
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Discussion
This study adds to the literature by considering parent perspectives about nutrition behavior at
school and at home. In this study, parents with a child enrolled in a campus preschool provided
perspective about HOM for ECE practices at home, including procurement of local foods
through Farmer’s Market and CSA participation, gardening, and consumption habits.
Consumption frequency among the ten HOM foods surveyed suggests that a variety of foods
were served at home and that adults and children were likely eating the same foods. Despite
HOM efforts to increase local food consumption, adults and children may not be eating HOM
foods with the same frequency. Per HOM goals, this programming may still be related to
increased exposure to these local foods which aligns with the well-cited strategy of repeat
exposure to influence children’s food preferences (Cooke, 2007; Dazeley & Houston-Price,
2015; Laureati et al., 2014; Wolfenden et al., 2012).
The least consumed HOM foods (summer squash, winter squash, beets, and lentils) could be less
available or less familiar and accepted by children and adults, but it is noteworthy that lentils are
the largest export crop in the state (Montana Department of Agriculture, 2018). One parent
commented that “My child identified lentils in a dish and taught me that (sic) how lentils look
like,” thus, suggesting the HOM educational strategies contributed to children’s knowledge of
local foods and children brought this knowledge into the home. Impacts on children’s
knowledge and attitude of local foods have been similarly reported in K-12 HOM studies
(Margolin et al., 2018).
Parents’ limited familiarity with farm to school and varying consumption patterns for some
HOM foods suggests challenges to successfully engaging parents, consistent with recent K-12
nutrition research findings (Ickes et al., 2016). Although parents in this study reported interest in
procurement of local foods through farmer’s market purchasing, CSA participation, and home
gardening, food parenting research suggests that interest alone does not always promote
children’s healthy habits (Sano et al., 2019). Specifically, these findings may indicate variation
in food parenting knowledge and skills to expose children to new HOM foods. One parent
explained, “Everyone must try new foods at our house. We cook at home 6-7 nights per week.”
Encouraging mealtime experiences with local foods at home might help families overcome some
of the challenges of incorporating HOM foods into their menus through repeated exposure,
therefore, increasing consumption.
Limitations
Due to purposeful sampling, self-reported data collection, and small sample size, the study
findings are limited to the study participants and are not generalizable. It is not known if more
than one parent from the same household participated in this study. Of a total of 85 parents who
received the survey request, twenty-one parents (25%) responded. Additional exploration is
needed to generalize these exploratory findings to a wider population of parents and ECE
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programs. Additionally, survey findings indicated potential areas where wording clarification in
future research might capture a more precise understanding of parents’ attitudes of local food as
well as the frequency of procurement and consumption. For example, there was a wide
distribution in reported beef consumption in this study, perhaps because some families consume
beef-like wild game. One parent explained, “Most of our meat comes from hunting which was
not included in this survey–while we eat no beef, we regularly eat elk.” Another parent stated,
“we eat elk and buffalo, not beef,” potentially indicating they considered beef-like wild game
when reporting beef consumption. The survey did not have an alternate opportunity to report
wild game consumption.
Implications for Research and Practice
Based on the data collected, this study adds to the literature by providing a better understanding
of parent and children’s early eating patterns related to local foods and farm to ECE efforts. The
understanding generated by this study could be used to provide more opportunities for parent and
family engagement in early childhood contexts.
The Centers for Disease Control and Prevention (2015) offers a tri-fold approach to involving
parents in K-12 school health: connect, engage, and sustain. According to the framework,
connections with parents can occur through relationship-building opportunities such as extending
invitations to attend school mealtimes and volunteering in food-related activities. Using this
framework, sustained HOM for ECE efforts for parent engagement could include sending
newsletters home and soliciting parent feedback to continually improve outreach.
Findings in this study indicate HOM for ECE may benefit from additional parent involvement,
including establishing family cooking nights using local foods and inviting parent volunteers to
prepare HOM for ECE meals and snacks for the classroom. Exposure to HOM foods in multiple
settings may be supported by identifying strengths and reducing barriers for families to purchase
or produce local foods within the context of their community (e.g., considering the length of the
growing season, availability of local game, and knowledge of food preservation techniques).
Pilot research and HOM for ECE program development should be expanded to more sites across
the state. Parent survey questions should be clarified to explore what percentage of family food
purchased and consumed is local (i.e., from gardening, hunting, or purchased through farmer’s
market, CSA, and grocer). Future research should test feasibility, acceptability, and efficacy of
strategies to increase parent engagement and explore how these efforts can leverage parents’
desires and attempts to connect with HOM for ECE with a larger and more diverse population.
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Process Evaluation of an Email-based Walking Program with
Extension Educators
Elizabeth A. Richards
Purdue University School of Nursing
Stephanie Woodcox
Purdue Extension
This study evaluated the implementation process of an email-based walking
program from the perspectives of program deliverers. Twenty-four Extension
Educators participated in the process evaluation. We used an online survey to
examine the perceptions of the implementation process of Get WalkIN’, a twelveweek email-based walking program. Educators agreed that the provided
program training and recruitment materials were sufficient for successful
program delivery. Program implementation involved sending emails to program
participants at least weekly. Educators also agreed that the program was easy to
deliver and took twenty minutes or less to implement each week. Strengths and
areas for program improvement are discussed. Suggestions included training on
evaluation measures, inclusion of a process to send emails via tablets instead of
only desktops, and ideas for engaging participants during program delivery.
While the outcomes of this email-based program show positive behavior changes
without face-to-face interaction between participants and Extension Educators,
the face-to-face interactions familiar to Extension staff were still desired. Results
will be used to improve implementation. Findings from this study can facilitate
the development and implementation of other email-based Extension programs.
Keywords: physical activity, intervention, walking, evaluation, Extension
education
Introduction
Cooperative Extension is firmly grounded in outcome evaluation. However, understanding and
evaluating the implementation process is also a critical part of program delivery, especially since
studies have shown that the implementation process can strongly affect program outcomes and
document when and how programs were offered (Durlak & DuPre, 2008). The purpose of this
study was to evaluate the implementation process of the email-based Get WalkIN’ program from
the perspectives of county-based Extension Educators and Nutrition Education Program
Assistants (NEPAs). Email-based walking programs are not routinely offered through Extension
(Balis et al., 2019).
Direct correspondence to Elizabeth Richards at erichards@purdue.edu
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The Get WalkIN’ program has been described in detail elsewhere (Richards et al., 2016; Richards
& Woodcox, 2018). Briefly, Get WalkIN’ is a 12-week, theory-driven intervention in which
participants receive 16 email messages targeting principles of self-efficacy, social support, and
goal setting. In addition to the weekly pre-developed email messages, Educators are encouraged,
but not required, to include tailored messages in their emails (when appropriate) that focus on
local opportunities and events to foster walking or motivational messages for participants. Each
email is written at a 6th- to 8th-grade reading level. Participants can choose how involved or
responsive they would like to be with the Extension Educator. Participants can respond to
questions posed in the email message or simply remain passive and read program materials.
During the 2017-2018 program year, 511 Indiana residents from 31 counties participated in Get
WalkIN’. On average, participants reported increasing their weekly physical activity by 70 ± 8.1
minutes after the program.
Methods
Participants
Program implementation was open to all Extension Educators across the state. Twenty-one
Health and Human Sciences Extension Educators and five NEPAs, herein all referred to as
Educators, implemented the Get WalkIN’ program across 31 Indiana counties during the 20172018 program year. This evaluation study included 24 out of 26 (response rate of 92%)
Educators who volunteered to implement the Get WalkIN’ program between May 2018November 2018 in 24 counties with 295 participants. The average age of the Educators was 45.5
years (range of 32-62 years). They had worked for Extension for an average of 10 years (range
of 3-29 years). The counties were geographically diverse in location across the state, with 17 of
the counties classified as metropolitan based on the population size of their metro areas, and the
remaining counties classified as nonmetro (United States Department of Agriculture, 2016).
Measures and Analysis
Two aspects of the program implementation process were assessed: feasibility and usability.
Feasibility is the extent to which the program can be implemented in a realistic manner without
undue burden or costs (Centers for Disease Control and Prevention [CDC], 2011). Usability
refers to the extent to which intended audiences can understand and use the program information
and instructions provided (CDC, 2011). An online survey platform, Qualtrics, was used for data
collection. The survey was open for 30 days after program implementation ended.
Educator perceptions of feasibility were assessed with four rating scale questions and six openended questions. Rating scale questions (1 = no; 2 = somewhat; 3 = yes) included items on ease
of the intervention training process and instructions, adequacy of provided program recruitment
materials, ease of sending intervention email messages, and time needed to implement the
intervention (0-10 minutes; 10-20 minutes; 20-30 minutes; >30 minutes). Open-ended questions

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

223

Process Evaluation of an Email-based Walking Program

217

asked Educators what additional information would have been helpful for program training,
sending emails, and recruitment. Educators were also asked to list the strengths and limitations
of the program and what they would do differently if they implemented the program again.
Intervention usability was assessed through two dichotomous questions (yes/no) and three openended questions. Educators were asked if they tailored any of the email messages. If yes, they
were asked to describe the types of information included in the tailored messages. Educators
were also asked if they received any feedback from their participants. If yes, they were asked to
describe any feedback they received from participants. Educators were also asked to provide
suggestions for future program implementation. Descriptive statistics were used to summarize
feasibility and usability data. Qualitative data were analyzed using thematic analysis (Nowell et
al., 2017). Two researchers independently reviewed responses to open-ended questions and
mutually agreed upon themes.
Findings
Twenty-one of 24 (87.5%) Educators responded “yes” that the program training, which included
an instructional video and written materials, was adequate, while three of 24 (12.5%) Educators
responded “somewhat” adequate (see Table 1). In the open-ended question, asking what
additional material or information would have been helpful during program training, two
Educators suggested providing information about how to obtain results about their participants
post-intervention. In addition, one Educator requested material on how to include Get WalkIN’
implementation into their annual review metrics. All Educators also stated that the provided
recruitment materials were at least somewhat sufficient for program success. In the open-ended
question, asking what additional recruitment material would have been helpful, four Educators
requested more information on how to reach more participants. One Educator requested
materials be translated into Spanish while another Educator requested more social media posts.
Educators also listed questions on what time of year was easiest to recruit participants and how
early they should start recruiting for program participation.
All Educators (n = 24) stated that the pre-developed email messages were easy to send to their
participants. In the open-ended question asking what additional information or material specific
to sending emails would be helpful, one Educator requested instructions on how to send the
email messages from a tablet versus a desktop computer. Two Educators reported some
confusion on the sequential ordering of the emails to be sent, while another Educator requested
guidance on specifically which emails they should tailor. The majority of respondents (n = 17)
stated that the Get WalkIN’ program took less than 10 minutes to implement each week.
Seventeen Educators (70.8%) reported adding material to the program emails. Of those
Educators who tailored the program emails, seven educators reported adding information about
local walking opportunities and events. In addition, one Educator included personal stories
about her own walking routine and how she overcame barriers to being active. To create a sense
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of connection between Educators and participants, seven Educators added personal notes of
encouragement and motivation to the email messages. Two Educators also included photos
taken during their own walks in their messages and asked participants to send in their photos as
well. Educators also reported sending invitations to meet up at local events such as the county
fair or local parks for a walk.
Additionally, Educators were asked if they specifically received feedback from their program
participants about the Get WalkIN’ program. More than half of the educators (n = 14, 58.3%)
stated their program participants sent feedback that included notes of appreciation of the
program, photos of them walking, success stories, and personal ways they overcame barriers.
Several Get WalkIN’ program participants reported to Educators that they felt the emails were
motivational and that they would use what they learned to maintain their behavior change. A
number of program participants also reported to Educators that they had seen a difference in
their health, weight, or energy since starting Get WalkIN’.
Table 1. Educator Process Evaluation (N = 24)
Feasibility Questions
Program training was adequate
Yes
Somewhat
No
Provided recruitment materials were sufficient
Yes
Somewhat
No
Pre-developed emails were easy to send
Yes
Somewhat
No
How much time did it take to implement the program each week?
<10 minutes
10-19 minutes
20-29 minutes
≥30 minutes
Usability Questions
Did you tailor any of the email messages?
Yes
No
Did you receive any feedback from your participants?
Yes
No

n (%)
21 (87.5)
3 (12.5)
0 (0)
20 (83.3)
4 (16.7)
0 (0)
22 (91.7)
2 (8.3)
0 (0)
17 (70.8)
4 (16.7)
2 (8.3)
1 (4.2)
17 (70.8)
7 (29.2)
14 (58.3)
10 (41.7)

When asked to discuss strengths of the Get WalkIN’ program, nineteen Educators reported that
the email format of the program was the main asset. In addition, ten Educators stated the ease
of implementing the program and the flexibility of the program for both Educators and
participants as important strengths. Additionally, Educators said that more frequent emails sent

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

225

Process Evaluation of an Email-based Walking Program

219

the first four weeks of the program were important to keep participants’ interest. Five educators
also reported that they reached participants who typically did not engage in health programs due
to the location or timing of traditional face-to-face Extension programs.
When asked to discuss how the Get WalkIN’ program could be improved, five educators stated
they would like to pair the emails with in-person walking groups to help with maintenance of
behavior change. Three Educators also indicated it would be helpful to receive more feedback
from participants about how the program was working. One Educator suggested adding an
online log for participants to document their walking time. Suggestions for the use of social
media were also provided. These included creating a social media group for their counties or
creating a state-level social media group to allow participants to post photos of their walks.
When specifically asked what Educators would do differently during their next implementation
of the program, five educators stated they would add an in-person component. Suggestions for
the in-person component ranged from a kick-off celebration to monthly walking groups. Four
educators also stated they would start recruitment earlier and expand their marketing to enhance
the reach of the program. Educators also suggested promoting this program through local
workplaces or local government offices to reach broader audiences.
Educators were also specifically asked what advice they would give to their Educators
considering implementing Get WalkIN’ in their communities. One Educator stated that the “Get
WalkIN’ program was easy to implement,” and they would encourage other Educators to
implement the program. Another Educator suggested adding reminders to your calendar,
specifically stating which email should be sent on which date. Two Educators recommended
that future Educators recruit from existing Extension programs to reach more participants while
two additional Educators recommended starting recruitment earlier and recruiting as broadly as
possible.
Discussion and Implications
The purpose of this study was to evaluate the implementation process of the Get WalkIN’
program from the perspectives of county-based Extension Educators and NEPAs. Health and
Human Sciences Extension Educators and NEPAs work with a variety of populations—
individuals and families—of varying ages with their programs. These Educators work in both
rural and urban counties, and most of the individuals they serve tend to be of middle
socioeconomic status. In contrast, NEPAs work with limited resource populations. Therefore, it
is important to note that Educators in both areas indicated that the Get WalkIN’ program
includes adequate training and recruitment materials and is easy to implement across a broad
range of audiences. Educators also agreed that the email nature of program delivery could
increase the accessibility of the program to broader Extension audiences.
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Results of this evaluation indicated that the email format was a strength of this program because
it reduced barriers associated with the delivery of traditional face-to-face Extension programs.
Most participants, even those residing in rural counties, have a cell phone that would allow them
to access email and the internet, even if they do not have access to a computer at home or reliable
internet service (Pew Research Center, 2019). The email-based nature of the Get WalkIN’
program allowed participants to access the information on the go without having to schedule
time to attend a traditional in-person Extension program. Educators consistently stated the Get
WalkIN’ program was easy to implement with a minimal time commitment.
Educators were encouraged to tailor the email messages to include county-specific information,
although they were not required to do so. While 70% of Educators chose to add tailored
messages, based on the survey design, we are unable to determine what factors contributed to the
30% of Educators who chose not to tailor their messages. Of those Educators who did tailor the
email messages, they stressed that the ability to tailor messages to bring in a more local
connection was very important to the program. While Educators did not change the pre-written
content of the email messages, they could add information below the message body. This
allowed them to somewhat personalize the program for their audience.
It is recognized that online program delivery could be viewed as ineffective or impersonal by
some Educators. In addition, there is a learning curve involved when using technology in new
ways. In-service training could be conducted to address some of the nuances of online program
delivery. Training topics could include sending email from tablets or mobile devices since more
staff are out in the field doing work rather than being at their computer to send messages,
scheduling messages to auto-send, tailoring/personalizing messages to participants for their
counties to engage them more, sharing best practices or examples of things that Educators have
done that work and are worth replicating, and using Facebook live or other social media avenues
to engage/market to possible participants.
There are also strategies that can be implemented to get Educators more comfortable using
technology in new ways. For example, it is possible to infuse more tech-focused activities into
programs to slowly make a leap from all in-person programs to managing/teaching online
programs. In addition, Cooperative Extension can hold office hours with university technology
staff to help Educators become more comfortable with using technology to make programs more
engaging. Furthermore, as was done with this program, it is important to engage more educators
in the process of program development rather than merely teaching them how to use newly
developed programs.
While the findings of this process evaluation are encouraging, the limitations in this evaluation
study should also be considered. The sample of Educators in this study volunteered to
implement a new Extension program, and therefore, their evaluation may not be representative of
all Educators. For example, the Educators included in this evaluation study may be more
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passionate about physical activity promotion than other Educators or could have a strong social
media presence, which may increase the attractiveness of implementing an email-based program.
Implementation of this program will continue to be on a volunteer basis. In addition, we asked
Educators about what they viewed as strengths and areas of program improvement, but these
questions did not necessarily get at why Educators felt this way. A more in-depth investigation
with in-person interviews could be warranted to garner further insights into their experiences
with program delivery.
Conclusions
In conclusion, Educators reported that the email-based Get WalkIN’ program is feasible and
usable for a broad Extension audience. The flexibility and low time commitment of this program
was highly valued by the Educators. Educators reported that the email-based nature of this
program was a strength suggesting that more email-based health promotion programs could be
implemented through Cooperative Extension. Thus, there is work to be done within Extension to
increase comfort with new mechanisms of program delivery. In summary, data collected through
this evaluation study provided an understanding of the strengths and limitations of implementing
Get WalkIN’. The use of email to deliver this program is a low-cost, high-impact way to engage
Educators and community members in physical activity promotion. These findings will allow
improvements to be made in the implementation process of the program.
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The Development, Implementation, and Evaluation of a Pilot
Program Designed to Enhance Wellbeing through Self-Identified
Lifestyle Changes
Debra M. Sellers
Naomi R. Meinertz
Lisa M. Schainker
Iowa State University
We describe the development, implementation, and evaluation of an introductory
and interdisciplinary program to increase participants’ knowledge and awareness
of wellbeing and intention to implement self-identified lifestyle changes.
“Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me?” was a University Extension pilot
program that was designed to introduce wellbeing as a multidimensional
construct. The program was delivered by Extension professionals in 14 sites
across Iowa. Program evaluation consisted of a post-program assessment at the
end of the seven-week series. The majority of the 115 post-program survey
respondents were female, ranging in age from 22-88 years. Almost all survey
respondents (89%) reported learning something new, and 94% reported that they
intended to make a change to their lives because they attended the program. In
addition, themes derived from open-ended survey responses supported the results
related to awareness and intention to change behavior. Results from this pilot
implementation were used to inform modifications to future program content,
length, and dissemination efforts through Extension.
Keywords: behavior change, interdisciplinary, knowledge change, program
development, program implementation, program evaluation, wellbeing, wellness
The term wellbeing represents a broad concept related to life balance that encompasses all areas
of an individual’s existence (Caputo & Simon, 2013; Dodge et al., 2012; Petersen et al., 2015).
This perspective of wellbeing is interdisciplinary, holistic, and integrated, and extends the
concept beyond physical health (Hettler, 1976; Rath & Harter, 2010; Witmer et al., 1998). Using
this paradigm, a program titled “Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me?” was developed and
piloted by Human Sciences Extension and Outreach at Iowa State University. In this article, we
discuss program development, implementation, and findings from an evaluation of the program,
including participant attendance, what participants reported learning, and ways they planned to
implement changes to their lives as a result of participating. We also discuss how findings were
used to make program modifications to enhance participant engagement and reduce
implementation burden.
Direct correspondence to Debra Sellers at dsellers@iastate.edu
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Extension has supported the health and wellbeing of individuals, families, and communities
throughout its history by providing research-based and informal education opportunities through
land-grant universities across the nation (United States Department of Agriculture, n.d.). In
2014, a national Extension committee created a Framework for Health and Wellness (Braun et
al., 2014) and included a call for Extension professionals “…to create a new programmatic
focus” (p. 2). The framework outlined strategic program priorities focused on issues such as
health and health insurance literacy, chronic disease prevention and management, and health
policy issues. The concept of health extension (Kaufman et al., 2010) as one of Extension’s
grand challenges has been growing (Henning et al., 2014; Rodgers & Braun, 2015) and is
capitalizing on the idea that “Extension can do for the nation’s health what it did for American
agriculture” (Braun et al., 2014, p. 2). Based on its history and program focus, Extension
provides an optimal platform through which to develop and deliver a program directed at
improving individual wellbeing.
Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me? Program
The “Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me?” program was designed to assist individuals in
enhancing awareness, knowledge, and understanding of wellbeing in ways that were personally
meaningful. The program included five content areas with an emphasis on increasing awareness
that wellbeing is more than eating well and exercising. The material and curriculum sessions
were developed by an interdisciplinary team, based on current research, purposefully
introductory in nature, and highlighted the interrelated nature of wellbeing (Rath & Harter,
2010). Adult learning theory was also applied as a theoretical framework, particularly as it
relates to Extension programming (Franz, 2007; Gillis & English, 2001; Harris et al., 2016;
Knowles, 1984, 1986; Ota et al., 2006; Wise, 2017; Worker et al., 2017).
The multidisciplinary team of faculty, subject matter experts, and Extension educators was
tasked with ensuring that a new curriculum was developed that represented an interdisciplinary,
holistic, and integrative view of personal wellbeing as a concept beyond physical health and
focused on areas of wellbeing that are common to existing conceptual models. The formative
program development process included a review of each session by faculty or subject matter
experts and Extension educators with proficiency in each content area, as well as focus groups
with a small convenience sample of staff interested in learning about wellbeing. Feedback from
these experts and participants informed modifications to the content, activities, and materials. As
part of the focus group testing, we ensured the content could be delivered within a 45-minute
time frame.
The resulting curriculum consisted of seven, 45-minute sessions that were delivered using the
same standardized implementation protocol. Table 1 provides the session titles, summarizes the
learning objectives for each of the seven sessions, and provides the percentage of participants
who attended each session. Session one introduced various models of wellbeing, while sessions
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two through six addressed five specific areas of wellbeing: purpose and finding meaning (session
two), social and relationship quality (session three), financial security and choice (session four),
physical health (session five), and personal interests and community contributions (session six).
Session seven highlighted the interrelatedness of different areas of wellbeing and included a
summary of the core content and information about additional resources and educational
opportunities that were available through Extension. The order of the session topics was
intentional, presented in sequence, and with a holistic approach to wellbeing. The program was
also intentionally introductory with an aim of scaffolding the content to other Extension
programming.
Table 1. Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me? Session Content and Attendance
Attendance
Percentage
95.5%

Session Title
Session 1:
Introduction to
Wellbeing

Learning Objective
Increase your understanding and awareness of health,
wellness, and wellbeing.

Session 2:
Purpose and Finding
Meaning

Increase your understanding and awareness of purpose.
Learn how to develop your purpose.

87.9%

Session 3:
Social and Relationship
Quality

Learn the components of a quality relationship.
Discover why quality relationships are important.

93.1%

Session 4:
Financial Security and
Choice

Explore financial wellbeing.
Discuss ways to increase financial wellbeing.
Think about your financial wellbeing.

76.4%

Session 5:
Physical Health

Learn three key points for thriving physical wellbeing.
Learn habits that can positively affect your physical
wellbeing.

73.6%

Session 6:
Personal Interests and
Community
Contributions

Explore ways to express your purpose through community
engagement.
Enhance your understanding and awareness of how to
choose activities that match your talents and interests.
Recognize activities that nourish and contribute to your
wellness and wellbeing and those that do not.

69.5%

Session 7:
What About Me?

Celebrate your ongoing work to improve your wellbeing.
Explore the interrelatedness of the different areas of
wellbeing.
Share additional resources and educational opportunities.

65.5%

Each 45-minute session was scripted and followed the same structure: review and preview
(structured outline); opportunity for reflection (targeted questions answered individually and then
shared with the group); communication of content (mini-lecture); application activities (various
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experiential learning opportunities); development of a plan of action (structured written form);
and a summary and preview of the next week’s content (structured outline). An example of an
opportunity for reflection included asking program participants the question, “Why is my
physical wellbeing important?” in the physical wellbeing session. Participants responded
anonymously on a notecard, and leaders randomly selected responses and shared them verbally
with the group. This activity engaged program participants on an individual level and
encouraged group discussion and support. Each mini-lecture included topic-specific ideas for
personal application. Although homework was not provided between weekly sessions, the
individualized action plans completed at the end of each session were intended to facilitate their
commitment to making a small behavior change each week, and this was reinforced by sharing
progress on those plans the following week. Participants were encouraged to create manageable
action plans that were feasible to achieve over the course of a week.
In the following sections, the implementation and evaluation of the “Wellness and Wellbeing:
What About Me?” pilot program are discussed along with how the findings informed program
modifications. The research questions guiding the evaluation included:
1) Would the participants be willing to attend the seven program sessions?
2) Would participants report that they had learned something new due to their
participation in the program?
3) Would participants demonstrate an understanding and awareness that wellbeing is
more than physical health?
4) Would participants indicate an intention to make a change to their lives due to their
participation in the program?
Methods
Pilot Program Implementation
Iowa State University Extension and Outreach staff at the state and county levels who expressed
interest in participating in the pilot and agreed to attend the one-day mandatory training served as
leaders for program implementation. Expectations of leaders included the delivery of at least
one series of the program, a commitment to fidelity, and provision of feedback regarding their
implementation experience, all within the pilot time frame (January 2015 - June 2016). Staff
members were encouraged to attend the training with colleagues who could subsequently form
an interdisciplinary implementation team of two to four, as Extension educators were to lead
sessions based upon their areas of expertise. To facilitate standardized implementation, leaders
were provided with a teaching guide that included session outlines and facilitation notes, a
scripted PowerPoint slide set for each session, program participant evaluation forms, and a set of
marketing materials. Limited observations were conducted by two program developers to check
for adherence and gauge audience engagement.
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By registering for this program, participants committed to attending the entire seven-week
program. The program was offered once a week for seven weeks to allow participants to
implement their action plans between meetings. No fee was charged to the host entity or the
program participants. The Institutional Review Board at Iowa State University determined that
the project did not need review as it did not meet the federal definition of research.
Interdisciplinary teams of leaders identified pilot sites through outreach to businesses,
community agencies, faith-based organizations, and other groups with interest in providing
wellbeing content to their members, clients, or partners. The 14 pilot site locations ranged from
smaller rural communities to larger urban centers. Ten series were conducted at worksites, three
were delivered to a previously established group (e.g., bible study club), and one took place in a
public community space. The program was conducted once at each site.
Data Collection
Program Attendance. Program leaders did not track individual-level attendance from week to
week with a sign-in form; instead, they ascertained attendance through anonymous forms that
were completed as part of a session activity each week. This information, along with the initial
registration numbers reported by leaders, was used to examine program participation patterns.
Post-program Survey. A post-program survey was adapted from a questionnaire that had been
used to evaluate two other community-based programs (Garcia et al., 2014; Sellers & Markham,
2012). Items were developed based on face validity to most closely assess the targeted learning
objectives for the newly developed program. The anonymous post-program survey was
administered by leaders via paper forms at the end of the seventh session. Questions included:
“Because of your participation in this program, did you learn anything new? If yes, what?” and
“Because of your participation in this program, do you plan on taking any action or changing
anything about your life? If yes, what?” Although participants did not rate the program at the
end of each session, they were given the opportunity to rate their level of understanding for each
subject covered in the post-program survey. These results are not reported here to concentrate on
the broader program aim of increasing awareness, knowledge, and understanding of the
interrelated nature of wellbeing. Demographic information collected included gender, age, race,
ethnicity, marital status, and education level.
We inductively coded data from open-ended items independently and then came together to
compare the individual results and discuss them. This process was repeated until we reached a
consensus on the manifest themes (Tashakkori & Teddlie, 2010). Given the general nature of
open-ended survey items, survey responses often contained multiple themes. In these cases, we
coded each unique theme. Therefore, the number of mentions coded exceeds the total number of
responses provided by survey respondents.
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Results
Program Participation
Regarding the first research question, we present participation-related data. Leaders used various
registration methods at each of the 14 sites, resulting in 193 registrants. At least 174 individuals
attended one session of the series across the 14 sites (based on the session with the highest
attendance at each site). At three sites, the number of program participants that attended at least
one session exceeded the number that had registered in those locations by one to three
individuals, or 7% to 25%. The average number of participants per session was ten and ranged
from 4-29 participants across the program sites. The average drop from highest session
attendance to lowest session attendance across the 14 sites was 44% and ranged from a low of
10% to a high of 71%. Session-specific attendance patterns indicated that attendance was
generally higher and consistent across sessions 1-3, after which attendance steadily declined for
each subsequent session, with the lowest attendance at session seven. This pattern held for series
delivered on location at worksites, established groups outside of a workplace, and in the public
community space (Table 1).
Post-program Survey Results
Across the 14 sites, 115 program participants completed the survey at the end of their
participation. Survey respondents ranged in age from 20-88 years, with a mean age of 48.3 (SD
= 16.0). The sample was predominately female (75.0%), white (95.5%), and married (69.3%).
Most respondents had a bachelor’s or graduate degree (41.6%) or had some college education
(38.9%). There were no significant differences between these groups on any survey responses.
To address the second research question, of the 115 survey respondents, 102 (89%) reported that
they learned something new. The 102 survey respondents who responded affirmatively to this
item were asked to describe what they learned in an open-ended question, and 96 respondents
elected to respond. One respondent answered “no” but provided an open-ended response. These
97 responses were subsequently coded into 13 unique themes. Table 2 presents the themes
mentioned at least five times by survey respondents, descriptions of the themes, an example for
each theme, and the number of times each theme was mentioned. Frequent themes included
reflection on past and future wellbeing and specific areas, such as physical or financial. One
theme indicated that at least some of the material was a review of previously held knowledge.
The majority of mentions were related to the complexity and definition of wellbeing, providing
positive information relative to the third research question.
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Table 2. Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me? Responses Related to What Was Learned

Theme

Number
of
Mentions

Description

Example

Complexity of
Wellbeing

32

Understanding all the areas that
comprise wellbeing, its
complexity, and need for balance.

“How much all the areas affect the
other.”

Definition of
Wellbeing

31

The five areas of wellbeing/the
recognition of these areas.

“That wellness is more than
nutrition and exercise.”

Reflection

27

Recognition of the importance of
putting oneself first, bettering
oneself, and of motivation and
inspiration to make personal
changes.

“To stop – think about the past
riches in my life, where I am today,
and what I want for my tomorrow.”

Physical

13

Nutrition, health, or exercise.

“How to better manage my mental
and physical health issues.”

Financial

9

Financial concepts, such as saving
money or managing financial
decisions.

“I feel as I near retirement, I need to
work on my budget and find ways
to put more money away.”

Purpose

8

Identification of personal
passions, values, and gifts.

“I learned to find my purpose […]
I’m planning on going back to
school.”

Review of
Knowledge

8

Content was a review of
previously understood
information.

“I have a background in social
work, and much of this, I was
familiar with. It was a great
refresher and seemed to be new info
for others.”

Social

7

Social interactions or personal
relationships.

“To take time out and spend more
time with family and friends.”

Personal
Interests and
Community
Contributions

6

Becoming involved with the
community.

“How to help do things in our
community.”

Setting
Personal
Goals/Plans

5

Setting personal goals and
forming future plans regarding
wellbeing.

“To set goals that are more
realistic.”

To address the fourth research question, approximately 108 (94%) of the 115 survey respondents
reported they intended to make a change to their lives because of program participation. Survey
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respondents who answered affirmatively to this item were asked to describe, in an open-ended
question, what they planned to change. Of the 108 respondents who responded “yes” to the
intention to make a change in their life, 98 responses from the open-ended question were coded
into ten unique themes. Table 3 presents the themes mentioned at least five times by survey
respondents, descriptions of the themes, an example for each theme, and the number of times
each theme was mentioned. Most mentions were related to the physical and financial areas of
wellbeing. Similar to themes related to knowledge gained, respondents mentioned goal setting,
personal reflection, and awareness of wellbeing, and the need to take time for themselves.
Table 3. Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me? Responses Related to Intention to Change
Behavior

Theme

Number
of
Mentions

Description

Example

Physical

41

Eating healthier, exercising, and
general mentions of health.

“I am definitely focused on getting at
least seven hours of sleep EVERY
night.”

Financial

29

Financial planning, finances in
general, or saving money.

“Sticking to my budget and saving
more.”

Goal Setting

26

Making a specific plan, or
continuing on a plan; also
decision-making and regaining
past personal interests.

“I plan to meet with a financial planner
and review information from the Iowa
State University website on budgets
and retirement.”

Social

21

Improving social involvement,
relationships, and
communication.

“Improve communication frequency
with son/daughter-inlaw/grandchildren.”

Self-Reflection

15

Thinking and reflection,
including being a better person,
or changing outlook on life to a
more positive view.

“Rethinking what I really love – how I
want to be spending my time…”

Personal
Interests and
Community
Contributions

14

Being involved in communities
through volunteerism.

“Keep doing community stuff.”

Awareness of
Wellbeing

12

The five areas of wellbeing/the
recognition of these areas.

“Balance work, relationships, personal
health, financial management, and
community involvement.”

Time for Me

11

Putting oneself first, allowing
time for oneself, being open and
seeking new adventures.

“I plan on separating my time more
clearly between my work and hobbies.”
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Discussion
The “Wellness and Wellbeing: What About Me?” pilot program was designed to introduce
participants to the concept that wellbeing is a complex construct, along with providing them with
an opportunity to make small behavior changes on a weekly basis. The structure, order, and
content of the program sessions were intentionally developed to reflect “wellbeing” as the
connection between and balance of each aspect of a person’s life. Sessions were designed to
build on each other. The results from our pilot study were promising, with 89% of the
respondents reporting that they learned something new and 94% reporting that they intended to
make a change to their lives because of their program participation. These results may have been
influenced by the structure of the program highlighting five areas of wellbeing and not focusing
solely on physical aspects. The program included the completion of individualized action plans
at the end of each session and provided a time for sharing related to progress on those plans the
following week. It is possible that participants learned the value of and the process for
developing action plans for life changes, as indicated by the fact that so many respondents
reported one or more specific changes that they planned to make after program completion.
Regarding program attendance patterns, results suggested that participants found the material
initially engaging in that attendance was fairly consistent across the first three sessions but then
steadily declined, with an average drop of 44% from session high to session low across all
groups. Interestingly, we found that this pattern held across worksites, established groups
outside of a workplace, and in the community group. It would be reasonable to expect worksite
attendance to remain more stable over time than the other site types given that these program
participants were already at or near the location and attending required little effort on their part.
The fact that this was not the case is noteworthy and suggests other factors besides convenience
influenced program attendance patterns, such as scheduling conflicts and length of the program.
We were interested in finding out whether the program could expand participants’ awareness of
health, wellness, and wellbeing beyond the importance of eating nutritious foods and exercising.
Results from open-ended survey questions suggested that respondents left the program with the
awareness that wellbeing is multidimensional and complex, and that areas are interrelated.
Although the physical area of wellbeing received a high amount of mentions across the two
open-ended questions, so too did financial and social wellbeing. These patterns indicate that the
program may help participants become more aware of areas that might initially have been less
familiar.
Implications for Practice
The pilot implementation created an opportunity to learn how the newly developed curriculum
would work when implemented in real-world settings by Iowa State University Extension and
Outreach educators. For example, as mentioned in the results section, actual attendance
exceeded the number of registered participants in three groups, although we noted that this only
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occurred at worksite locations. We posit that this might have happened because participants
could easily make a last-minute decision to attend during their lunch hour, were influenced by
their coworkers to attend, or having too much time between registration and series start at these
locations. The implication for leaders in worksites is to be prepared with additional seating and
extra sets of materials in case unregistered individuals appear ready to participate.
In addition to being prepared for more participants than anticipated, another lesson learned was
that participation started to decline after the third week and was lowest at session seven.
Feedback from program leaders suggested that the decrease in attendance was related to
participants’ work conflicts, travel time, and the overall number of sessions. In general, program
leaders felt that seven sessions involved too large of a time commitment for most program
participants. It is possible that beginning with the less concrete areas in the first three sessions
may have precipitated a loss of interest in the program, and participants may not have seen the
worth of the ongoing time commitment. However, a leader also reported that in one case, a
group of program participants continued meeting after the final session to support each other’s
wellbeing-related goals. Taken together, findings from the pilot implementation suggested that
the length of the program needed to be reduced.
Finally, consistent with an original aim of the program, we learned that participants and
worksites were interested in additional, in-depth programming opportunities that would serve as
a natural progression from the wellbeing program. This created an opportunity for Extensionbased program leaders to promote and raise awareness about events, classes, and web-based or
other resources that Extension offers. The value of this opportunity was clear to leaders who saw
that they could plan and promote additional programming opportunities that would provide
advanced education on areas covered during the wellbeing sessions.
As a result of our review of the attendance data, the survey results, leader feedback, and
debriefing with leaders, the program development team decided to make several modifications
before disseminating the program more broadly. The average length of the sessions was 49.7
minutes, with a range of 48.4 to 55 minutes, which was consistent with the focus group test. We
noted that the number of participants might have had an impact on the length of the session. We
made adjustments to the curriculum with the intention of maintaining the 45-minute time frame
for each session. We emphasized the need to market and present the program to audiences as
introductory, with the aim of scaffolding participants into advanced Extension educational
opportunities in topics that were personally meaningful. To further strengthen these intentional
program principles, we reduced the number of sessions from seven to four and focused the
content on three areas of wellbeing. The physical, financial, and social areas were retained as
they appeared to resonate most with program participants and aligned with rich expertise within
the programmatic unit. We preserved content that defined wellbeing and highlighted its
complexity as well as the focus on goal setting. We were pleased with the results related to the
intention to change behavior and posited that moving beyond a weekly delivery time frame could

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Journal of Human Sciences and Extension

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Volume 8, Number 2, 2020

Full Issue, Volume 8, Number 2

239

Pilot Wellbeing Program

233

interfere with the promotion of small personal achievements. As the pilot primarily included
worksites (10 of 14) and largely reached white, educated females, we supplemented the leader’s
guide and related training protocol with additional guidance for recruiting diverse audiences.
The revised curriculum was then implemented on a small scale to confirm that the modifications
were acceptable to the intended audience and to program leaders. After a year of implementation
of the revised program, 253 individuals have participated and completed the evaluation. Among
those, 92% reported learning something new, and 89% reported that they had changed something
in their lives due to the program. Preliminary data suggests that 11 Extension programs with indepth learning on specific topics were scheduled as a result of the program’s delivery.
Limitations
Results from the pilot study presented here occurred across one state, providing exploratory and
initial information to guide decision-making related to the program’s potential for statewide
implementation and to inform the possible expenditure and value of additional resources for
further development. Limitations in the use and generalizability of the reported results should be
noted.
Although the program leaders were encouraged to promote the program to diverse populations,
the resulting sample was largely homogenous, consisting of white, educated females.
Demographic data was only collected from participants who completed the post-program survey;
thus, we are not able to determine whether there were differences in demographic characteristics
that may have influenced participation. We did not determine if participants had participated in
Extension programming in the past, which may have influenced their participation in the
program and/or responses to the survey.
The post-program survey consisted of self-reports, and although all data collected were
anonymous, many of the sites had a small number of program participants. Because of this,
survey respondents may have assumed that leaders would read their responses, leading to the
possibility of social desirability bias.
Due to the program evaluation design and the data collection procedures (e.g., not conducting a
pre-program survey, not tracking individual-level attendance across sessions), it was not possible
to test for individual or group changes over time. It is important to acknowledge that reported
results represent only the participants who attended the final session and responded to the postprogram survey. Attendance was lowest at the seventh session; therefore, those who completed
the series and the survey may have unique attributes and may not represent all who participated
at some point in the program but not in the last session. For example, participants may have
believed they understood upcoming content and therefore decided not to attend those sessions.
Another example relates to the qualitative responses regarding what was learned, as participants
were likely to have been influenced by which sessions they attended and less likely to report
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learning about a topic from a session they did not attend. Attendance rates were higher for the
earlier sessions, suggesting that those who completed the survey likely did not only attend the
later sessions. The qualitative data suggest that participants understood that wellbeing is a
complex construct, comprised of multiple areas.
Limitations notwithstanding, the results do contribute to our understanding of this introductory
interdisciplinary wellbeing program and may have implications for others interested in similar
program design and implementation strategies.
Conclusion
This article described the development, implementation, and evaluation of an introductory and
interdisciplinary wellbeing program designed to increase participants’ knowledge and intention
to implement self-identified lifestyle changes. Human Sciences Extension and Outreach at one
university piloted the program in one state. The post-program survey results suggest that the
program may assist participants in thinking about their wellbeing, expanding their definition of
wellbeing, and enhancing their wellbeing by helping them to determine what behavior changes
they might integrate into their lives. Major themes that arose related to intended behavior
changes included physical wellbeing, financial wellbeing, and goal setting. Revisions to the
curriculum were informed by the results and were intended to reduce participants’ time
commitment, to increase the depth of knowledge in the three most mentioned areas, and to
provide guidance to leaders on reaching a more diverse audience.
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The purpose of this grounded theory qualitative research was to identify the
influences on students’ decisions to pursue a career as a high school agriculture
teacher and develop a proposed theoretical model to conceptualize this career
decision. Two samples of students – one sample of high school students and one
sample of college students – were the participants in this study. Each participant
included in the two samples was either considering teaching as a career or was
currently enrolled in a university teacher licensure program. Data were collected
from individual interviews, focus groups, and writing samples. The findings from
this study suggested that when participants were motivated by role models with
whom they could socially identify, became familiar with the profession through
relevant experiences, and were affirmed of their career capabilities through
people in their social environment to whom they were emotionally connected, they
pursued a career path to become a high school agriculture teacher.
Keywords: career development, career choice, teacher career choice, teaching,
agricultural education, grounded theory
Introduction and Purpose of the Study
Teacher attrition (i.e., teachers leaving the profession) has steadily increased over the past two
decades (Ingersoll et al., 2014). As a result, Perda (2013) estimates that more than 42% of
teachers leave the profession within the first five years. In many disciplines of education
throughout the United States, the increased rate of attrition has led to a shortage of qualified,
competent teachers to fill vacancies (Thomson et al., 2012). To add to this growing concern, The
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Chronicle of Higher Education (2017) reported that only 4.2% of college freshmen in 2015
majored in education, which is the smallest percentage of students in the United States who
planned to pursue a career as a teacher since the organization began collecting data in 1971.
Specific to the discipline of agricultural education, Foster et al. (2015) identified 30 states
experiencing a shortage of high school agriculture teachers. As reported in the National
Agricultural Education Supply and Demand Study (Foster et al., 2015), nearly 4% of the 11,000
educator positions were vacant due to a disproportionate balance of teachers who retired,
teachers who left the profession to pursue other careers (i.e., attrition), and the expansion of new
programs. Despite increased efforts in the discipline of agricultural education to recruit high
school students to the profession, a critical need remains to find qualified, traditionally licensed
teachers to fill vacant positions.
The steady decline of college freshmen who are choosing to major in education over the last 15
years, combined with the obvious need for teachers across all disciplines (Aragon, 2016;
Ingersoll et al., 2014), led researchers to examine the variables that contribute to students’
decision to pursue a career as a teacher. Literature from the field of psychology may provide
clues to those in the field of education regarding how and why young people decide to pursue
teaching careers. Extensive research in career choice from organizational, educational, and
behavioral psychology identifies the need for familiarity with the profession (Krumboltz et al.,
1976; Lawver & Torres, 2012; Lent et al., 1994, 2002; Thieman et al., 2016; Zumwalt & Craig,
2005); personal mechanisms of motivation (Bénabou & Tirole, 2006; Dik et al., 2008; Fischman
et al., 2001; Harms & Knobloch, 2005; Palmer, 1998; Ryan & Deci, 2000; Thomson et al., 2012;
Watt & Richardson, 2008); and shared social identity with someone in a specific career (Bandura
et al., 2001; Krumboltz et al., 1976; Lent & Brown, 2008; Lent et al., 1994, 2002; Marx et al.,
2014; Rocca & Washburn, 2005; Thieman et al., 2016; Zumwalt & Craig, 2005).
Considering the high attrition rates for teachers, as well as the shortage of students planning to
major in agricultural education (Foster et al., 2015), it is important to determine ways to recruit
students to the profession (Korte & Simonsen, 2018; Solomonson et al., 2018; Sutcher et al.,
2016). To combat the critical shortage concerns, closer examination of the variables that impact
high school and university students’ decision to pursue a career as a high school agriculture
teacher is needed to develop a deeper understanding of the motivations, beliefs, and typologies
which characterize a prospective teacher. This enhanced knowledge has the potential to increase
the number of agricultural education teacher candidates who choose to pursue this career path
and subsequently reduce the critical need for educators.
With this purpose in mind, the researchers in this study selected to use a grounded theory
approach to examine the specific factors or combination of factors that influence students’
decisions to pursue careers as high school agriculture teachers (Morse & Richards, 2002;
Robinson et al., 2013; Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Grounded theory is an inductive, systematic
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methodological approach by which researchers use very few assumptions and preconceived ideas
to develop research questions around a central phenomenon. After data collection and analysis,
researchers use themes that emerge from the stories and lived experiences of participants to
conceptualize a visual model (Brown, 2010; Creswell, 2013).
This research was grounded in data collected from students who were either (a) a junior or senior
in high school who aspired to become an agriculture teacher or (b) a university student in the
process of completing a university’s teacher licensure program. Students of different ages may
provide different perspectives on the ways they think about teacher career choice decisions
(Bandura, 1997; Bandura et al., 2001). Thus, an iterative process of data collection and analysis
was used to develop a proposed theoretical model based on the viewpoints of two different age
groups of students – high school students and university students. The central research questions
which guided the design, data collection, and analysis for this study were:
1) What previous experiences and/or people impact students’ decision to pursue careers
as high school agriculture teachers?
2) What psychological and environmental influences motivate students to pursue careers
as high school agriculture teachers?
Methods
Using a grounded theory approach, researchers interpreted the data generated from interviews
and writing samples from high school and university students to develop a theoretical model
(Glaser & Strauss, 1967). The data collection was accomplished using a constant comparative
method, which allowed researchers to develop concepts from interview data and writing samples
by simultaneously coding and analyzing (Taylor & Bogdan, 1998). As recommended by Strauss
(1987), researchers first used open coding to determine initial categories with similar properties
and dimensions. Axial coding, putting data together in new ways after categories are initially
identified in the open coding phase, was then used by the researchers to assemble higher-order
categories and causal conditions within a similar context or with similar intervening variables.
Finally, researchers used selective coding to develop a theoretical model to describe the
integration of the influences which contributed to students’ decisions to pursue a career as a
teacher.
Sample
The population for this study was two groups of future educators from Missouri and Illinois.
Researchers used theoretical sampling to explore the evolving theory of career choice with the
purposeful sample of secondary (i.e., high school) and post-secondary (i.e., university or
preservice) students (N = 41). In theoretical sampling, researchers select additional cases to be
studied to gather new insights or expand and refine concepts already gained (Taylor & Bogdan,
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1998). Both the secondary and post-secondary cases utilized in this study were made up of
students who intended to become high school agriculture teachers.
As recommended by Creswell (2007), researchers first selected and studied a homogeneous
group of secondary students (n = 13) to generate a preliminary theoretical model. As shown in
Table 1, the homogenous group was comprised of 13 female Caucasian students who chose to
participate in a three-day teaching academy for students who were interested in becoming a high
school agriculture teacher. These students had recently completed their junior or senior year of
education in a secondary school, were from either rural or suburban geographic locations, and
were actively or very actively involved in agricultural-based youth organizations (e.g., FFA and
4-H). The teaching academy, held during the summer of 2016, was organized and hosted by
faculty and staff at a large land-grant university in the Midwest.
Table 1. Demographics for Homogenous Group of
Female Secondary-Level Participants (n = 13)
Demographic Characteristic

Number

High School Academic Level
Junior

3

Senior

10

Geographic Location
Rural

9

Suburban

4

Involvement in Youth Organizations
Very Active
Active

4
9

In compliance with Institutional Review Board regulations from the University of Illinois at
Urbana-Champaign and the University of Missouri, a parent or guardian read and signed a
consent form for each high school student prior to data collection.
After developing a preliminary theoretical model based on the results of data from the high
school student sample, researchers then utilized a heterogeneous sample (n = 28) of university
students to confirm or disconfirm the model. Discriminant sampling was used with the goal of
moving toward saturation. Data were gathered from individuals different from those initially
interviewed to see if the model would hold for additional participants (Creswell, 2013). This
group of university student participants was selected for the study because, like the first group,
they were preparing to become high school agriculture teachers. However, they were further
along in their decision making about and preparation toward their careers. Researchers also
hoped this older group of participants would be able to reflect on their own experiences at an
even deeper level than the high school participants in the first sample. As shown in Table 2, the
heterogeneous sample of university students (i.e., preservice teachers) included 14 male and 14
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female students pursuing graduate (n = 4) and undergraduate (n = 24) degrees who completed 25
or more hours of their first clinical field experience requirement in an agricultural education
teacher preparation program at a large land-grant university in the Midwest. Two students were
African American; the remaining students identified themselves as Caucasian. Although the
majority of students were previously enrolled in a secondary agriculture course, five students had
no prior experience in the discipline of agricultural education. Students were from varied
geographic locations (e.g., urban, suburban, rural, and rural/farm) and varied in their degree of
involvement in agricultural-based youth organizations (e.g., FFA and 4-H).
Table 2. Demographics for Heterogeneous Group
of Post-Secondary Level Participants (n = 28)
Demographic Characteristic

Number

Gender
Female

14

Male

14

Academic Level
Undergraduate

24

Graduate Student

4

Geographic Location
Rural/Farm

9

Rural

11

Suburban

6

Urban

2

Involvement in Youth Organizations
Very Active

7

Moderately Active

16

No Experience

5

In compliance with IRB regulations, university students read and signed consent forms prior to
data collection.
Each participant included in the two samples was either considering teaching high school
agriculture or had already chosen to pursue a career as a secondary agricultural education
teacher, as evident by their enrollment in a university teacher licensure program. Therefore, this
study cannot be generalized beyond the students who were participants in this study, but
potentially may be valuable for university teacher educators and secondary school teachers and
administrators across all disciplines of education.
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Data Collection
High School Student Data Collection. The high school students (n = 13) who attended the
teaching academy participated in a sixty-minute focus group interview. Prior to data collection,
focus group questions were developed and evaluated by a panel of experts from two land-grant
institutions to determine both face and content validity. An adapted version of the SHOWeD
model of questioning (Wallerstein, 1994; Wang, 1999) was used to facilitate discussion among
the participants and the researcher.
The researchers facilitated and audio recorded the semi-structured focus group interview on the
final day of the teaching academy. The focus group interview style was casual and flexible,
which allowed the interviewer to ask follow-up questions and probe for deeper understanding.
In addition to the focus group interview, the participants provided written reflections about their
experience at the teaching academy and their interpretation of the teaching profession.
Relative to their experience during the teaching academy, students were asked to (a) discuss the
overall impacts of the experience, (b) describe their perceptions of the most impactful activities,
(c) explain why the experience or activity was meaningful, and (d) envision how their
participation in the academy might influence their futures. When asked about meaningful
experiences and activities, students did not just address events that had occurred at the academy.
They also talked extensively about how previous experiences and influential people had
motivated them to consider teaching as a career possibility. Data collected from this focus group
interview was transcribed and analyzed by the researchers.
College Student Sample Data Collection. Following the analysis of the data collected from the
high school students and the development of a preliminary theoretical model, each university
student in the sample (n = 28) participated in a 30 to 45-minute, semi-structured individual
interview that was conducted in a private office or classroom at the university. Although
grounded theory research requires a systematic approach, it must also evolve in order to identify
the central phenomenon and causal conditions (Creswell, 2013). Because of the high school
students’ rich discussion of experiences and people influencing their career decision during the
focus group interview, researchers elected to focus university student interview questions on
variables that impacted their decision to choose teaching as a career path. Students were asked
to (a) reflect on the reasons they chose to pursue a career as a teacher, (b) describe the
characteristics of their favorite or most inspirational teacher, (c) explain the qualities of a “good”
teacher, and (d) examine their perceived confidence to be a “good” teacher in the future. The
interview questions were developed and evaluated by a panel of experts consisting of agricultural
education professors and graduate students from two land-grant institutions to ensure face and
content validity.
The university student interviews were completed over a three-year period (during the Spring
semesters of 2015, 2016, and 2017), after the students had completed 25 or more clinical
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experience hours with a teacher and school. These interviews were conversational in style, and
the researcher probed for more information when necessary. Each interview was recorded and
later transcribed by an outside transcription service.
Data Analysis
As recommended by Strauss (1987), researchers first used open coding to determine initial
categories with similar properties and dimensions for each group of students. After collecting
the high school student focus group interview and written sample data and, again, after collecting
the college student data, researchers developed an initial open coding scheme that used sentenceby-sentence analysis of the interview transcripts and writing samples. The goal was to develop
categories that reflected the processes involved in the participants’ considerations of or actual
decisions to becoming high school agriculture teachers.
Axial coding was then used by the researchers to assemble higher-order categories and causal
conditions within a similar context or with similar intervening variables. During this phase, the
researcher determined how the categories identified during open coding were related to one
another (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). Finally, researchers used selective coding to determine the
core themes of the data (Strauss & Corbin, 1998). The interrelationships among the core
categories were solidified to develop a proposed theoretical model describing how students made
decisions to pursue a career as a high school agriculture teacher.
Researchers participated in memo writing throughout this entire project. These memos varied
from detailed analysis of a specific concept to simple notes regarding possible linkages among
concepts (Lofland & Lofland, 1995). In addition to being used as an analytic tool, written
memos provide an audit trail that can be used by others to determine whether the methods,
analysis, and write-up are a reasonable interpretation of the data (Miles & Huberman, 1994).
Trustworthiness is an important consideration in determining the worth of a research study
(Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Aspects of trustworthiness include establishing credibility,
transferability, dependability, and confirmability (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Credibility (i.e.,
confidence that findings are ‘true’) was established in this study through triangulation of data
sources and multiple investigators. Rich, thick description established transferability (i.e.,
evidence the findings could also be applied to other contexts). An external audit of the data
analysis performed by a senior faculty member at the University of Missouri who was not
involved in the research promoted dependability (i.e., findings were consistent and could be
repeated). Finally, an audit trail that included raw data, reflexive notes, and process notes was
kept by the researchers. This trail, as well as the fact that this study occurred at two different
institutions at different points in time, helped establish confirmability of this study. In other
words, they ensured that the findings were shaped by the study participants, not researcher bias
or motivation.
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Members of the research team in this study have expertise in the areas of agriculture education,
psychology, and community development. To establish rigor in the qualitative research
methodology, peer review (Creswell, 2007) was utilized to provide triangulation of the analyses
and results of this study. As part of this peer review process, all members of the research team
scrutinized decisions made by the lead researcher during the research process. The benefit of
this procedure was to lead to more robust data conceptualization that the lead researcher may not
have considered on her own (Lincoln & Guba, 1985).
Results
Researchers analyzed and interpreted data from the focus group interview and writing samples
from a homogeneous group (i.e., female high school students from either rural or suburban areas
who attended a teaching academy) to develop a preliminary theoretical model for agriculture
teacher career choice. After developing the preliminary theoretical model based on the high
school student participant sample data, researchers tested the trustworthiness and credibility of
the model with the heterogeneous sample of college students (i.e., male and female
undergraduate and graduate degree students enrolled in a university teacher licensure program
from varied geographic locations). The three themes that emerged from the homogeneous group
(high school students) that were tested for trustworthiness and credibility with the heterogeneous
group (university students) were (a) intrapersonal affirmation from teaching behaviors, (b) direct
and indirect social influences, and (c) emotional connection to teachers and impactful service.
The analysis of the results indicated the participants’ responses were representative of one of
these three themes. The names of the participants identified with the quotes in the following
sections are not the real names of the participants. Each quote was shared by a participant who
was either a high school student (HS) or a university student (U).
Theme One: Intrapersonal Affirmation from Teaching Behaviors
Both high school and college participants provided detailed accounts of teaching behaviors that
elicited a positive psychological response: playing school as a child, tutoring peers or siblings,
and teaching or coaching outside the school environment were all mentioned. Participants
connected these efficacy-building behaviors with a sense of accomplishment and increased
familiarity with teaching or coaching tasks.
Participants fondly recounted behaviors from childhood when they “played teacher.” Sally (U)
recalled:
The moment I decided I wanted to be a teacher was probably when I was in kindergarten.
I just remember that was always my favorite game to play. I would set up all my baby
dolls and stuffed animals, and that’s what I loved to play.
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Like Sally, Sandra (U) had fond memories of “playing school.” However, her “students” were
more animated than stuffed animals:
[I played teacher] with my little cousins, and I had a little chalkboard in my room. I
loved, loved, teaching. When I was in elementary school, I wanted to be a teacher . . .
me, my sister, and cousins played school all the time. But I always thought I wanted to
be an elementary school teacher because I liked to work with little kids.
One participant even recalled that her father was involved in “playing school” with her. Amber
(U) explained, “When I was younger, my dad and I used to like . . . like write curriculum and
like plan for this school that we were going to start.”
It is interesting to note that each of these childhood memories of “playing school” was
mentioned by a female participant. Considering the majority of elementary teachers are female,
it can be surmised that female children were more likely than male children to socially identify
with this familiar profession.
Aside from childhood memories, several participants noted tutoring or coaching behaviors from
elementary and middle school, which they believed positively influenced their career decision.
Stacey (U) commented:
I wanted to be a teacher probably in that late elementary school, early middle-school
period. I didn’t know really what I wanted to teach, but I knew that I liked being in
school. I liked . . . helping other kids learn things and I was always getting asked to help
so-and-so help figure this concept out . . . I had little sisters – so I’d help them with their
homework, and I was like ‘this is something that I’m decent at, and I kind of enjoy
doing.’
Jenna (U) shared a similar story:
When I was in high school, I did a lot of tutoring, especially in math, and I realized that
since I struggled in math, being able to relate the concepts better to those students that
were struggling, I was like, this is not that bad. To be a teacher you really don’t have to
know everything. You just have to be able to teach them how to do something. So, I
decided then I wanted to teach and became a teacher.
Some participants specifically noted unique experiences during high school where they were able
to replicate teaching-behaviors. As a result, they increased self-efficacy in their ability to teach.
As an example, one participant, Nate (U), recalled the day his high school agriculture teacher
asked him to instruct a group of students on a specific topic. Although he was caught completely
off-guard by the request, he received intrapersonal affirmation from the experience of teaching
the group of peers:
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I was like, you know, that’s kind of a good feeling that I can . . . I can take something that
was already put in layman’s terms and put it into more layman’s terms for someone.
These kids were all [students with special needs]. They had no understanding of how to
manipulate words into something that’s worth understanding. So, I could take something
scientific and put it in their terms, like maybe talking about . . . football or something
along those lines . . . making that connection and knowing that I was able to do that made
me feel really good. It was like I can connect with those students [in a way] that a lot of
teachers can’t. It started out as that, and then I actually started tutoring after school when
I was in high school for kids that were seniors or juniors or sophomores or freshmen.
Irene (HS) strongly believed her firsthand experience working alongside her agriculture teacher
in the classroom for three years influenced her decision to become a teacher. Now, as a senior in
high school, she fondly recalled her experiences from the past three years as she shared, “I’ve
worked with an ag teacher (as a classroom helper) since I was a freshman. So, I’m just kind of
working toward my goal of being a teacher too.”
Jayden (U) experienced her defining moment to become a teacher after she completed a
university-sponsored teacher recruitment program designed specifically for high school students.
She explained:
After I did [the university-sponsored teacher recruitment program] and after I made my
own lesson plan, I presented it to a bunch of second graders. That’s the moment when I
knew that I wanted to be a teacher because I really enjoyed that experience and being
able to do that really hit it right there [pointing to her heart]. Like, alright, let’s do this
thing.
Participants also described teaching behaviors they applied outside the traditional classroom
environment in areas of great familiarity (e.g., sports teams and youth programs) that stimulated
intrapersonal affirmations to become a teacher. As an example, one university student said his
initial interest in pursuing a career as a high school agriculture teacher was motivated by the
realization of his tendency to always help younger kids with their livestock projects during the
local agricultural fair. After several years of helping youth at the fair, he finally acknowledged
the positive intrapersonal responses that he received when helping others learn more about their
livestock projects or training them to use proper animal handling techniques. Similarly, a few
students fondly described behaviors of coaching children or siblings in a variety of sports teams.
Not only did they believe they were able to successfully teach a specific skill, but they also
derived a sense of satisfaction from helping others succeed.
Whether acquired from childhood experiences of “playing teacher,” tutoring others, or helping
younger siblings or friends learn a new skill, participants associated their desire to teach with an
intrapersonal affirmation they received from teaching or helping others learn. Perhaps the best
representation of this finding was provided by Amber, a university student. Prior to returning to
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graduate school to pursue teacher licensure, Amber worked in a career outside of education.
After several months of volunteer tutoring in an afterschool program, Amber said there was a
defining moment when she realized she was more motivated to tutor the kids in the afterschool
program than she was to go to work at her full-time place of employment in a different career.
She attributed this realization, in part, to the positive interactions she had with the kids. These
interactions, combined with her childhood memories of “playing school,” helped Amber
recognize her underlying desire to become a teacher: “I could tell the difference between the
feelings I got between doing one thing versus the other. I realized I just need to do it [become a
teacher]. I won’t be fulfilled unless I do so.” The intrapersonal affirmation she received through
a variety of teaching behaviors led to her eventual decision to become a teacher.
Theme Two: Direct and Indirect Social Influence
Perhaps the most recurring theme which continued to surface was participants’ acknowledgment
of the inspirations to pursue a teaching career they received from people in their environment.
The overwhelming majority of participants recalled moments when others in their social
environment told them, “I could see you being a teacher,” “you’d be a great teacher,” or “you
should be a teacher.” More often than not, these statements came from individuals the students
could easily identify with and who they respected as a parent, teacher, mentor, or friend. Brad
(U) attributed his career choice decision, in part, to the influence from his father:
Growing up, I had a lot of people telling me I should be a teacher, my dad, especially.
He always told me I should be a teacher . . . [that] I’d be a good teacher. It was always
kind of in the back of my head that, especially my dad, that [he] thought that is what I’d
be good at.
Another participant appeared to have a sudden realization in mid-conversation of the
overwhelming impact a teacher had on his career choice decision. After a long pause, Paul (U)
stated with emotion:
He was really influential in me becoming a teacher. He was always pushing me to
become a teacher because he . . . I think . . . I think he saw it in me before I even accepted
it or realized it. It’s not that I didn’t accept it, but it was just that I didn’t realize that’s
what I wanted to do.
Shannon (HS) undeniably perceived the influence of her agriculture teachers as the driving force
for her career decision. In a very straightforward tone, she shared, “Without our ag teachers, we
wouldn’t even be here [at the Teach Ag Academy]. We wouldn’t want to become ag teachers. I
know my teacher inspired me to want to become one.”
In some instances, it was a combination of people in participants’ social networks that reinforced
their career choice decisions. Howard (U) noted the social influence he received from family
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and subsequent reinforcement of his career choice from his agriculture teacher: “I had thought
about becoming a teacher . . . had kind of thrown it around . . . and my grandpa always told me,
‘You know, you ought to go into ag ed.’” His agriculture teacher substantiated the social
influence from his grandfather when he registered Howard to attend the state-sponsored teacher
recruitment conference.
One participant explained that her desire to teach was also supported by a network of social
influences. Recalling the moments when she shared her decision to become a teacher with her
parents, Sally (U) recalled:
I remember distinctly [that] I was in 8th grade. I was riding in the car with my parents,
and we were talking about college and what I wanted to do. My brother was in his first
year of college, but my brother and cousins had all been in FFA and taken ag classes. I
heard about the great experiences my brother and my cousins had in FFA. I remember
saying to my parents, “I want to be an ag teacher, just like [the agriculture teacher].” And
my parents were caught completely off guard because they always thought I wanted to be
an elementary teacher.
When asked if her parents supported her decision, Sally (U) said:
[My parents] always told me I can pretty much do whatever I wanted, but . . . I mean,
they supported my decision, and they always told me they thought I would make a good
teacher. They know how I have worked with younger kids and helped instruct things,
and they’ve always told me I’d be a good teacher and always supported me.
In the next breath, she also acknowledged the power of social influence from her agriculture
teacher, whom she considered a father-like figure in her life: “[My agriculture teacher] believed
in me. He said, ‘You’re gonna do great’ and ‘You’re gonna learn.’ No matter what it was, he
believed in me.”
Multiple participants specifically acknowledged the social influence of teachers whom they
respected and admired. Unexpectedly, more than half of the students did not reference their high
school agriculture teacher as the educator who generated their initial interest to pursue this career
path of agricultural education. Rather, the teachers they described as influential were affiliated
with various educational disciplines (e.g., librarians, social studies teachers, and coaches) and
across multiple academic levels (i.e., elementary or high school). As Allison (U) explained:
I realized I wanted to be a teacher, but I wasn’t sure I wanted to be an ag teacher. I
looked at a lot of different paths in education. I thought maybe I’d like science or
biology . . . my teacher in biology was really good. I even had a spurt my sophomore
year where I thought about Spanish, but that quickly went downhill when the good
teacher left.
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Samantha (U) shared a similar story:
When I was little, I wanted to be a librarian because I love to read. I think I wanted to
teach, but I didn’t know what I wanted to teach. I remember a day in high school, and
my ag teacher said, “I think you’d be a good ag teacher.” [When] people encourage me to
do things, and if I follow through with them, it ends up being a good thing. Like other
people put things in my path. I think it was the encouragement of my ag teacher.
Many participants described the social influence of teachers whom they believed “loved to
teach.” They shared stories of teachers whom they respected for their obvious passions for
teaching, their abilities to manage the classroom environment, and their engaging instruction.
Participants specifically mentioned teachers who challenged them to learn in new ways. Amber
(U) emphasized the positive influence a teacher had on her career choice decision:
Just the way she instructed the class was extremely engaging for me. It was just a lecture
hall full of like 500 students, but she still managed to make it extremely engaging, and I
was just really interested. I think later on I went back to her and . . . we just talked about
my goals and some of my plans. And that was the second time I saw her and the last time
I saw her . . . but she definitely helped me shape my path.
Theme Three: Emotional Connection to Teachers and Impactful Service
In addition to teaching behaviors and social influences, the third theme that emerged from the
analysis was participants’ emotional connections to teachers and impactful service. When asked
why they wanted to teach, some participants initially struggled to identify a specific person,
experience, or event that inspired them to teach. However, as their stories unfolded, they
eventually provided responses that referenced the emotional connection they shared with a
teacher in their life who cared about their well-being and stimulated their desire to serve and
impact others.
Many participants shared stories of teachers in their life who they believed cared for them as
individuals, were concerned about their well-being, and trusted them to successfully complete
tasks. Within these narratives, it became evident that the specific activities or events that
teachers trusted students to complete were not consequential in their decisions to teach. Rather,
it was participants’ beliefs that the teachers in these scenarios trusted them and believed in their
abilities.
Samantha (U) reflected on her interpretation of perceived trust in the relationship that she had
with her agriculture teacher. She explained:
On multiple occasions, [my teacher] asked me to watch over the greenhouse if she was
gone for a weekend or gone for a week in the summer. We met up, and she gave me
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keys, and then it was my job once-a-day every day to water whatever was in there. So, I
think . . . I mean . . . she trusted me a lot, and so that gave me . . . that was encouraging
too . . . where, you know, she thought I was good enough to handle her greenhouse. That
was probably a big part of it [my decision to teach].
The positive emotional connections that emerged during the focus group interview with high
school participants and the individual interviews with college participants went much deeper
than conditions of trust, care, and concern for the students’ well-beings. Eight participants
affectionately described specific teachers in their lives whom they believed served as parental
figures. Markus (U) emphatically explained, “I see how [my teachers] are sometimes parent
figures to students. I want to grow into someone who is there for other people.”
Students were positively impacted by the close parental-like emotional connections they had
with individual teachers. Parker (U) explained:
He’s the one that I would say really influenced me to be a teacher. [My teacher] got to
know everybody on a personal level and we joked around that he was like . . . like we
were his adopted kids kind of thing.
Grace (HS) shared Parker’s sentiments about seeing her ag teacher as a parent figure:
My ag teacher’s like a second mom to me . . . completely. When I was little, I wanted
nothing to do with teaching. But I saw how she inspired other kids, and it made me want
to do the same thing.
Kendra (HS) explained why she thinks students feel this way about their agriculture teachers:
In January through April, you spend more time with your ag teacher than with your actual
family. So, in a lot of ways, they do become your family, just because they are the ones
paying for your meals when you forget your money. Kendra giggled as she added,
They’re the ones telling you, “Hey, you need to fix your hair. You don’t look good.”
They’re the ones that fix your car because Dad’s out of town and you need help. So
sometimes they just fill that parent role for you in a lot of ways whenever your parents
aren’t able to.
Emma (HS) added:
I know my ag teachers are the biggest role models in my life, other than my immediate
family, and I see how they are parent-figures to their students. I have learned from
talking to different ag teachers, how important that bond is between student and teacher.
Participants also realized their own potential to make positive differences in the lives of their
future students. When recalling conversations he had with high school students during his
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clinical observations, Brad (U) stated, “You can really affect [high school students] and help
them grow.” Even minimal exchanges with high school students ‘stuck’ with university students
and convinced them to remain on their career path to become a teacher. The opportunity to
potentially impact someone else is what Nelson (U) described as a primary driver for his career
choice decision:
Going into my freshman year, I didn’t want to be in ag. I thought it was pointless and
dumb. Nelson laughed, I was told it was an easy A as a freshman, that was all I wanted
to hear. Easy A . . . free food sometimes. I was like, sweet, I’ll try it. So, I went to class,
and my teacher came up to me and said, “There’s something you could do, I think great,
in this organization.” And that’s kind of the gist of the conversation. He just slipped me a
piece of paper about a junior officer interview. And so, I got a junior office, and the rest
is history. I went on to do all kinds of things in the organization, and then I knew I
wanted to be an ag teacher. That’s just kind of the reason I want to be an ag teacher. To
have that kind of impact on somebody else.
Jane (U) shared her thoughts as to why someone should choose to become a teacher. Her
explanation was representative of many of the participants’ intrinsic motivation to teach:
Through recent life experiences, you don’t go into the [teaching] profession to glorify
yourself or do anything for you really. It’s about building up the future and igniting
passion and desire for agriculture you have yourself. It’s not a glamourous job; it’s a
purposeful and rewarding job.
Although some participants mentioned that they had been discouraged from becoming a teacher,
they defended their decision to pursue a career as a high school agriculture teacher because they
were aware of their love for the discipline of agricultural education in combination with their
personal desire to teach. As Hayley (HS) explained, “Whenever I tell people I want to be a
teacher, they look at me like, “Oh, I’d think you’d want to do more than that.” But it’s my
passion, so it’s my life.”
Like Hayley, Meg (HS) had received negative feedback about her career decision. However, her
intrinsic desire to teach outweighed these comments. She explained:
I always get people saying, “Why do you want to be an ag teacher? You don’t make good
money whenever you’re a teacher.” And I say, “It’s not about the money, it’s about
doing what you love. There’s no point in having a job that makes you a lot of money if
you don’t want to go to work every day.”
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Discussion
Of the three themes that emerged during data analysis – intrapersonal affirmation from teaching
behaviors, direct and indirect social influence, and emotional connection to teacher(s) and
impactful service – it was clear that intrapersonal affirmation was evident in each participant’s
shared experience and interwoven throughout each theme. Many study participants
affectionately described teachers in their environment whom they were familiar with and whom
they could relate to by shared social identity characteristics. Several participants vividly
described their motivation to teach in terms of a sincere desire to ‘give back’ to those who made
a difference in their lives and an eagerness to help others learn. When stepping back to view a
broader perspective of the findings, the pivotal experiences and people participants spoke of
were not associated with a specific stage of their physiological development. Rather, the people
and events that participants credited as contributing factors in their career choice decision were
affiliated with the span of time between childhood and adolescence.
Participants’ implicit needs for familiarity with the profession, shared social identity
characteristics, and motivations to teach that evolved over time did not operate independently or
sequentially to determine their career choice. However, these phenomena held close association
with bidirectional movements between personal factors, behaviors, and their external
environment (Bandura, 1997; Fischman et al., 2001; Harms & Knobloch, 2005; Krumboltz et al.,
1976; Leff et al., 2015; Lent et al., 2002; Maslow, 1954; Palmer, 1998). With these findings in
mind, Bandura’s (1977) reciprocal determinism from social learning theory was used as the
fundamental core of the multifaceted, integrative model proposed by the authors of this study.
Reciprocal determinism is defined as the relationship wherein human agency functions through
bidirectional movements between personal factors (P) (e.g., affective, biological, and cognitive);
behaviors (B); and the external environment (E) (Bandura and National Institute of Mental
Health, 1986).
A key finding from this research is that no single identifying phenomenon led to participants’
career decisions to become high school agriculture teachers. Rather, participants’ decisions
hinged upon the intrapersonal affirmation they received over time from the combination of (a)
intrapersonal affirmation from teaching behaviors, (b) direct and indirect social influences, and
(c) emotional connections to teacher(s) and a life of impactful service. While the triadic
relationship of reciprocal determinism served as the underpinning of the proposed integrative
theoretical model, the three emergent themes, in combination with career choice influences
identified in the literature (e.g., motivation, familiarity, and social identity), were also integrated
into the model (See Figure 1). Each theme closely aligned with a specific component of
reciprocal determinism (i.e., social influence and external environment). Each theme in the
model also held a cross-directional association with two specific career choice influences (e.g.,
participants received social influence from individuals in their external environment with whom
they held a social identity and familiarity).
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Figure 1. Proposed Integrative Theoretical Model for Teacher Career Choice

The uniqueness of this proposed model lies not only in the integration of career choice variables
with Bandura’s (1997) theory of reciprocal determinism, but also the essential inclusion of time,
which encircles personal factors, behaviors, and the external environment. As high school and
university students shared their career-shaping stories, they retold fond memories from childhood
of playing school with stuffed animals, experiences in elementary school when the teacher asked
them to tutor peers in class, and the affirmation they perceived when someone in their
environment told them they “should be a teacher” or that they “would be a good teacher.”
Although the exact moment in time when they acquired their initial commitment to pursue a
career path as a teacher varied, interwoven in each story within the triadic relationship of
reciprocal determinism was the connection of time. The culmination of teaching behaviors,
social influences, and emotional connections that occurred between childhood and adolescence
established a deeply rooted commitment to pursue this career path.
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Andrea’s story provides an example of the complex interactions that influence career decisions
and can be used to help illustrate the model. Andrea, a senior in high school, explained that she
had great admiration and respect for her agriculture teacher from the very first day of school
(Emotional Connection, Personal Factors). This opened her eyes to the fact that being an
agriculture teacher was a career option for her (Social Identity, Familiarity, Social Influence,
External Environment). However, it was her participation in the teaching academy (which was
recommended by her teacher) that served as a turning point (Social Influence, External
Environment). In the teaching academy, she met with other high school students (Social
Identity, Social Influence) who were teaching agriculture lessons in grade school classrooms
(Teaching Behaviors, Behavior). Andrea took this idea back to her own agriculture teacher, and
together they made arrangements for her to teach a lesson in an elementary classroom each week
(Motivation, Familiarity, Teaching Behaviors, Behavior). It was the combination of being in the
grade school classroom and teaching lessons by herself that ultimately finalized her decision to
become an agriculture teacher. Andrea received further affirmation of her career choice when
she received statewide recognition for the work she did in elementary school classrooms at the
State FFA Convention (Motivation, Social Identity, Emotional Connection). Detailed stories
such as this one support the integrative theoretical model. When students are motivated by role
models with whom they can socially identify, become familiar with the profession through
relevant practical experiences, and are affirmed of their career capabilities through people in
their social environment whom they are emotionally connected to, they are inclined to pursue a
career path to become a teacher.
Recommendations for Practice
Specific to the discipline of agricultural education, the results of this study suggest that
opportunities exist to recruit candidates to the profession outside the walls of the agriculture
classroom. In some situations, students’ love for the subject of agriculture was derived from
their agriculture teacher. However, the majority of students in this study described teachers from
a variety of educational disciplines who made them feel cared for and trusted by providing them
with opportunities to tutor peers or prepare materials for class. Contrary to findings from
Thieman et al. (2016), even the students who were the most actively involved in the agriculturalbased youth organizations (e.g., FFA and 4-H) and achieved significant success did not identify
their participation in competitions or leadership conferences as influences on their decision to
teach. Rather, they credited positively stimulating connections to people in their external
environments, teaching behaviors, or emotional connections to teachers and lives of impactful
service.
Furthermore, the study results indicate that it is critical that educators in both formal (e.g.,
classroom) and nonformal (e.g., Extension and nonprofit organizations) education fields take
advantage of the very limited time spent with students during this critical period of their life. If
educators at all levels make intentional efforts to connect and maintain relationships with current,
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potential, future, and former students who possess the desire to become a teacher or who exhibit
the characteristics of a quality educator (Darling-Hammond & Bransford, 2005), it could help
address the teacher shortage that is so prevalent in the United States. It can be easy for educators
to get overwhelmed with the day-to-day tasks of teaching, but they must not forget that they are
the face of education for the students they are teaching each day. In particular, educators who
spend time with students outside of class in extracurricular organizations or sports should be
mindful of their direct and indirect influences toward students’ career choice decisions.
Recommendations for Future Research
The researchers in this study recommend continued investigation on this topic and testing of this
study’s proposed Integrative Theoretical Model for Teacher Career Choice to address one of the
most obvious limitations of the study, a small sample size (N = 41). Additional studies can be
conducted with subjects at the high school and/or college level to determine if other students’
responses that address the research questions of this study provide data that support the proposed
model.
Furthermore, additional qualitative discussions should be conducted with younger adolescents
(i.e., middle school students) to develop an enhanced understanding of their perceptions of
teaching careers. This information has the potential to impact future direction for teacher
education planning, curriculum design, and teacher recruitment processes (Watt & Richardson,
2008).
This study also highlights the need to explore the impact negative social influence from teachers,
parents, and mentors has on a student’s decision whether or not to pursue a career as a teacher.
When sharing their career plans, participants in this study were often told by parents and
mentors, “You are smart. Why would you want to be a teacher? You can do more with your life
than that.” Amber explained, “I think I always knew [I wanted to be a teacher], but I just kind of
denied it because there was more prestige in doing other things.” Although the majority of
participants in this study received positive affirmation of their career choice, the power of
negative influences, particularly from parents or mentors, must be acknowledged.
It is a challenge to recruit the best and the brightest to teach when students are receiving negative
feedback, especially from parents or the teachers whom they view as role models. This negative
perception may be derived, in part, by parents’ beliefs in their own personal and occupational
efficacy, which has the potential to impact their children’s educational development and career
aspirations (Bandura, 1997). It became evident during rich conversations that the majority of
students looked to their parents and inspirational teachers as heroes. When these same
individuals expressed disapproval of the students’ aspirations to become teachers, the students’
enthusiasm to continue on this career path tended to diminish. More research is needed to
explore the impact of negative social influence on students who initially express interest in
teaching, but who then choose to pursue an alternative career path outside of education.
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Conclusions
It does not appear that decision making about a teaching career is a linear process. The proposed
integrative theoretical model produced from this research incorporates the complex combination
of career choice influences from literature (e.g., social identity, familiarity, and motivation)
within the triad of personal factors, behaviors, and the external environment. The essential
connection for the themes that emerged from this research was the connection of time between
childhood and adolescence. Participants’ career decisions were positively impacted by the
combination of (a) teaching behaviors, (b) social influence, and (c) emotional connections with
people or experiences between the time of childhood and adolescence.
The findings from this research clearly reaffirm Teddy Roosevelt’s old adage, “People don’t care
how much you know until they know how much you care.” Teachers are in the relationshipbuilding business. Participants did not decide to become teachers because their teachers were
good at employing the techniques of teaching. The participants were attracted to careers in
teaching high school agriculture because of their experiences with teachers who cared about
them and inspired them. The perspective that students brought to the surface revealed that they
notice when teachers care. They emulate the behaviors of teachers who care. They aspire to be
like teachers who care. Whether students come into a classroom with a passion for the discipline
or discover that passion in class, they are motivated and assured of their decisions to teach by
teachers who care about them and inspire them.
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One of the most dramatic demographic shifts currently occurring in America is that of population
aging (see Administration on Aging, 2016). Extension professionals have attempted for some
time to focus attention on aging (Gerrior & Crocoll, 2008). However, because aging is complex,
addressing the breadth of issues to the depth necessary is daunting. One solution to address that
complexity is the strategic formation of a multistate network of Extension professionals. We
detail here the formation of the North Central Region Aging Network (NCRAN) and share
lessons learned that have contributed to the success and sustainability of the network; they
include (a) visioning, (b) shared leadership, (c) connection, and (d) data-driven decision making.
At a regional meeting of family and consumer sciences Extension specialists in April of 2016, a
small group of us coalesced around the topic of aging. We agreed that greater emphasis on aging
would benefit our constituents, stakeholders, and institutions, and that by sharing resources,
ideas, and expertise we could address needs more effectively than each of us could on our own.
The group committed to forming a network, NCRAN, and began working to (a) create an online
toolkit of aging-related resources (www.ncran.org), and (b) conduct a region-wide needs
assessment of Extension professionals (Yelland et al., 2019).
Visioning
We have taken several opportunities to engage in visioning, which has been crucial to
establishing a group identity, creating bylaws, fostering a sense of solidarity among group
members, and identifying projects that would elevate the impact and visibility of our work.
Shared Leadership
Leadership is a shared endeavor that involves a rotating co-chair and standing committees. Each
member is treated as a peer and an expert in their areas of specialization. Recognizing the
group’s diversity has helped establish interdependence in order to accomplish project outcomes.
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Connection
Network members are dedicated to connecting as a group regularly via live videoconferencing
and intermittently in face-to-face meetings. Members value the power of meeting regularly to
discuss ideas, brainstorm solutions, and work on projects.
Data-Driven Decision Making
Members rely on empirical data to make informed decisions about which projects to pursue.
Data also aids us in determining which ideas to discard, suspend, or prioritize and helps us
maintain focus on NCRAN’s mission.
Conclusion
Network members are guided by our mission: to promote, support, and encourage activities that
strengthen and advance evidence-informed practice on aging-related issues within Extension.
Each member is committed to creating a place for aging in the Cooperative Extension Service.
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